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Abstract 
To date, the research on emerging religious diversity in Australia has paid little 
attention to the impact of religious change outside the major capital cities. The cir-
cumstances and experiences of a regional city such as Toowoomba, QLD, with a 
high concentration of Christians, a diversity of religions including Buddhism, Hin-
duism, and Islam, and an increasing proportion of those with no religion, has not 
previously been researched. Utilising an ‘emic’ approach, and drawing on 25 in-
depth interviews with religious leaders and policy makers, this study explores how 
social actors in a regional context respond to issues of religious change. The find-
ings reveal that one important actor – the local Buddhist Pure Land Learning Col-
lege Association’s (PLLCA) Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre (MMC) – has signif-
icantly changed interfaith dialogue, interaction and activism in Toowoomba. The 
PLLCA MMC’s initiative of transforming Toowoomba into a ‘Model City of Peace 
and Harmony’ has been modestly successful in managing religious diversity 
through social outreach programs and as an interfaith peacebuilding response to 
local mosque arson attacks, far-right political campaigns, and neo-Nazi propa-
ganda. This study analyses this interfaith, peacebuilding strategy and presents a new 
explanatory theory for understanding the lived, everyday realities of religious 
change, the management of religious diversity, and the resolving of religious con-
flict in a regional setting. 
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Introduction 
On the morning of April 17, 2015, the Toowoomba community awoke to the news 
that the city’s first and only mosque, the Garden City Mosque, had been damaged 
almost beyond repair by an arson attack. Such was the extent of the damage, the 
Islamic society of Toowoomba found themselves without a place of worship for the 
foreseeable future. This was the second time in the span of three months that the 
mosque had been targeted. Earlier that year in January, a perpetrator “lit several 
fires, including one in a plastic bin that burnt a hole through the floor, and turned 
the gas on, which filled the building but did not ignite” (Davies 2015, para. 5). Local 
police stated that the arson attacks were linked and that one person was seen leaving 
the mosque after each fire. Toowoomba mayor Paul Antonio voiced disappointment 
by stating that “This community works hard to nurture and celebrate peace. This 
kind of behaviour, frankly is a terrible insult to the majority of good people who 
call our region home” (Honnery 2015, para. 30). As can be seen in Figure 0.1 below, 
the arson attacks reveal a segment of the local community that uses extreme forms 
of conflict to oppose religious diversity, and the multifaith environment of 
Toowoomba. 
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Figure 0.1 – Arson Attack on Toowoomba Mosque (England 2015; Finch 
2015) 
This type of attack coincides with recent religious change in Toowoomba. 
While Catholicism, Anglicanism, and Lutheranism have been staple expressions 
of faith in the city, during the past two decades, the religious environment has 
transformed into a dynamic multifaith setting. A decrease in levels of Christian 
affiliation and an increase in Buddhist, Hindu, Islamic, and nonreligious 
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identification are the main social factors driving this religious change. As a result, 
the mixing of Toowoomba’s oldest settler religion (Christianity) and the arrival of 
global religions has created unprecedented forms of interfaith interaction, 
negotiation, and resolution for citizens living in a multifaith society in the twenty-
first century. This project explores interfaith engagement in a rapidly changing 
context. For a variety of reasons, Toowoomba is unique among regional cities in 
Australia. A higher than national average Christian population, the diversification 
of religion due to unprecedented levels of immigration, the social activism of a 
fairly new interfaith organisation, and the presence of white nationalist 
movements in the region have resulted in new and unexpected forms of religious 
diversity management.  
Setting the Scene 
This study presents a mixed-method sociological approach using demographic data 
and in-depth interviews. The arrangement of this data is based on the outcomes and 
consequences of social and religious change in a regional Queensland city. When 
considering religious change, diversity, and conflict in a city such as Toowoomba 
– a community that is known as being part of both the southeast Queensland ‘Bible 
Belt’ and for placing an emphasis on multicultural acceptance (Toowoomba Region 
2016) – it is necessary to study the past and the present to make sense of what is 
going on. Societies that have historically been under the influence of Christian 
organisations, groups, and individuals have experienced significant social and 
religious change at the turn of the twenty-first century. As Christian affiliation has 
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declined, the proportion of the population having no religion has increased, as has 
affiliation with other major faith traditions. 
By focusing on religious change and diversity that is now widespread in 
Toowoomba, it is demonstrated that an all embracing, overarching, and totalising 
community of faith-based meaning is no longer tenable. As Bouma (1999, p. 21) 
argues, the pervasiveness of religious diversity has relegated universal meanings 
of faith into one set among others. The resulting pluralism has therefore changed 
the religious environment of Toowoomba from a historically Catholic, Anglican, 
and Lutheran city to the dynamic presence and public observance of numerous 
forms of Christianity alongside the world religions of Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
Islam, and individuals with no religion. This has implications for both social 
actors and the society in which they live. This study explores this process.  
Aims of the Study 
This study has the following aims:  
1. To identify and explain patterns of religious change in Toowoomba and the 
extent to which these local patterns reflect national and international trends; 
2. To understand how emerging religious diversity is currently being managed 
by relevant organisations, groups, and individuals in Toowoomba;  
3. To identify those sociocultural factors which contribute to or hinder the 
successful management of religious diversity in this regional city; and 
  5 
4. Consider the implications these findings have for theories of how to manage 
diversity effectively, and the potential resolution of religious conflicts in a 
regional setting.  
As part of this study, 25 community and religious leaders from 
Toowoomba were interviewed and asked questions on religious change, the 
management of religious diversity, and responses to religious conflict. The 
interview participants were purposively chosen on the basis that they could 
provide important insights into religious diversity in this context. In addition, the 
everyday realities of interview participants were analysed from an emic approach 
in order to present an insider’s view and to accurately represent the “multiple 
realities of the members of a specific community” (Sullivan 2009, p. 174). The 
resulting explanatory theory is based on the premise that local interfaith and 
“multi-actor peacebuilding networks” (Halafoff 2013) help the wider society 
adapt to religious change. I found that one particular organisation, the Pure Land 
Learning College Association’s (PLLCA) Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre 
(MMC), was instrumental in facilitating peaceful approaches to religious change, 
diversity, and conflict in Toowoomba. This organisation specifically selected 
Toowoomba as a ‘model city’ and a place to implement a program of 
peacebuilding and interfaith engagement. This has had an important impact on 
religious diversity, and makes the case of Toowoomba particularly interesting and 
noteworthy. 
Research on the efficacy of interfaith engagement facilitated by an 
organisation like the PLLCA’s MMC has not previously been undertaken. This is 
because it is the first of its kind in Australia. Therefore, the focus on the PLLCA’s 
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MMC and the management strategies of this organisation aims to contribute to the 
literature of religious change, diversity, and conflict in a regional context. 
Noteworthy contributions include, first, Halafoff’s (2013) research on multi-actor 
peacebuilding networks is utilised in order to understand how interfaith initiatives 
contribute harmony among religious diversity in regional Australia. Second, the 
adaptation of Cahill, Bouma, Dellal, and Leahy’s (2004) research on religion, 
cultural diversity, and Australia’s security within the regional context of 
Toowoomba. Third, Woodlock’s (2006) report on Muslim integration, religious 
management, and cultural diversity is built upon to include a range of religious 
and secular perspectives. And fourth, Vidich and Bensman’s (2000) call for 
dialogical and ecumenical tension to be taken seriously is addressed from a 
religious management perspective.  
Chapter Overview 
Chapter 1 places local religious change in a global context. Countries that measure 
religious identity via census data such as Australia, Canada, Great Britain, and New 
Zealand enable similarities and differences in religious change to be detected. When 
a religious trend is identified, for example the national percentage increase in 
affiliation of world religions, the statistical data reveals the extent of change in a 
nation’s religious environment. Global migration and the spread of ideas, practices, 
and traditions also requires social actors to manage their own faith within 
religiously and culturally diverse societies (Bouma 1999, p. 8). Comparing trends 
across different countries provides an opportunity to critically examine how each 
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society manages religious diversity and whether it is successful. This sets the scene 
for the examination of the local transformations of religion.  
Following Bouma’s (2009, p. 50) and Singleton’s (2014, p. 89) approach 
of mapping the Australian religious environment, I likewise conduct a quantitative 
analysis of Australia’s five-yearly censuses to “[provide] a moving picture of 
changes and continuities in religious life” (Bouma 2009, p. 50). Words such as 
interfaith, multicultural, multifaith, post-Christian, and secular are commonly 
applied to the patterns I identify and are an indication that more than one change 
to religion is currently occurring. Whether this is a decrease in Christian 
affiliation due to the lack of interest of younger generations, people under 40 who 
increasingly identify with the title of ‘religious nones’, or the growth of world 
religions such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam, it is important to note that 
overarching religious changes reflect religion, spirituality, and secularism 
throughout Australia. Therefore, mapping religious change in this manner not 
only provides the sociologist of religion with statistical facts but also establishes 
an appropriate context to view everyday religious issues at the local level of a 
regional context.  
Placing my study in context, Chapter 2 reviews literature on community 
studies, minority religions, multiculturalism, religious diversity and its 
management, and religious tension to help make sense of Toowoomba and clarify 
the research aims of this study. Of particular importance are, first, Bouma’s 
(1999) management of religion theory which is an Australian approach to 
religious change that focuses on social policy and international migrant and 
religious trends. Second, Halafoff’s (2013) research on interfaith networks in 
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Australia. Third, the Melbourne 2009 Parliament of World’s Religions (Australian 
Multicultural Foundation 2009), the Multifaith Multicultural Youth Network 
(Victorian Multicultural Commission 2016), and the Victorian Police’s Multifaith 
Council (Victoria Police News 2014) are taken as examples of interfaith and 
peacebuilding initiatives that provide social cohesion. And last, religious 
management responses to conflict in Cahill, Bouma, Dellal, and Leahy’s (2004) 
report Religion, Cultural Diversity and Safeguarding Australia are considered and 
how they situate interfaith peacebuilding networks within communal wellbeing 
and integration of the ‘other’. 
Chapter 3 presents an overview of this study’s methods. This includes the 
qualitative technique of semi-structured interviewing, the social backgrounds of 
interview participants, and the goals of the PLLCA MMC’s Model City of Peace 
and Harmony, hereafter Model City, initiative for Toowoomba. In addition, by 
placing this line of inquiry within a regional context and through the framework 
of managing religious change and diversity, this research in the city of 
Toowoomba offers a unique explanation of religious conflict. This is achieved by 
presenting a qualitative methodology that examines the lived everyday 
experiences of religion (McGuire 2008), interfaith and peacebuilding networks of 
social actors (Halafoff 2013), and the organisations that distribute relevant 
programs, services, and resources throughout the community. 
Chapter 4 takes the census data on religious change in Australia and 
applies it to the lived experiences of social actors in Toowoomba. The interaction 
of Christianity, religions like Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam, and secular groups 
throughout the community is the main thread of this investigation. According to 
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Beckford (2003, p. 127), sociological studies of religion in the recent past have 
tended “to emphasise marginal, deviant or sensational aspects of religion and to 
show relatively little interest in the ‘normal’ range of religious beliefs and 
organisations”. Mainstream approaches to the issue of mosque arson attacks 
would therefore prioritise social theories that focus on fundamentalist, 
reactionary, and extremist models. By emphasising how interfaith and multi-actor 
networks play an increasingly public role as a peacebuilding movement (Halafoff 
2013, pp. 4-30), this addresses Beckford’s call for research to be undertaken on 
the “interesting aspects of religion” such as the “steady growth and consolidation 
of inter-faith networks” (2003, pp. 136-138). 
Chapters 5 and 6 examine how the management of religious diversity 
occurs in an emic, on-the-ground, socially contextualised way. What this means 
for the city of Toowoomba is that all organisations, movements, groups, and 
individuals are to be examined in accordance with social behaviours that either 
explicitly or implicitly occur in response to religious diversity, management, and 
conflict. What is being examined is the manner in which various segments of 
society voice their opinion about changes to the religious environment. This 
covers the formalisation of interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding networks and 
highly visible and publicly organised demonstrations of religious conflict. 
Organisations that promote interfaith dialogue and discourse, such as the Buddhist 
PLLCA’s MMC and the University of Southern Queensland (USQ) – alongside 
networks of national patriotism that are against these ideals, notably the United 
Patriots Front and the Antipodean Resistance – will be considered in this 
investigation of religious change and its management as evidenced within this 
community. 
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Chapter 7 presents a critical analysis of how religious, spiritual, and 
secular organisations, groups, and individuals utilise interfaith and multi-actor 
peacebuilding networks to address future issues of conflict. Within the regional 
context of Toowoomba, the main interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding network 
is the Buddhist PLLCA’s MMC and its initiative of making Toowoomba a Model 
City. Part of this model is the community-wide approach called Everyone Matters, 
and is a social networking strategy that interacts with the wider community. By 
focusing on the strengths and weaknesses of this interfaith form of management, 
this chapter demonstrates that peacebuilding initiatives in the region of 
Toowoomba are capable of navigating twenty-first century changes to religion.   
In summary, this research proceeds as follows: first, it presents 
quantitative data on changes within Australia’s religious environment. Second, it 
will offer a cross-national comparison of other Western, industrialised, and 
Commonwealth of Nations countries, and the extent that it reflects the 
aforementioned trends. Third, it considers the impact that immigration has had on 
religious trends in Australia as a key driver of contemporary religious change. 
Fourth, it offers a qualitative reading of how the management of religious 
diversity actually proceeds in Toowoomba, especially as this relates to interfaith 
and multi-actor peacebuilding networks. Fifth, it will bring into focus the city of 
Toowoomba as a region that has both similarities and differences in terms of 
religious trends in Australia and how it has experienced and responded to 
religious conflict or acts of violence perpetrated against peaceful religious 
organisations. 
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This study adds to the literature on sociology of religion by conducting a 
micro-level, applied empirical project on the management of religious diversity 
within a regional context. The experiences of a regional city such as Toowoomba, 
with a high concentration of Christians, the establishment of world religions, new 
forms of managing religious diversity, and the issues of religious conflict, have 
not previously been researched by sociologists of religion in Australia. Utilising 
an emic approach, this study also adds new data to the literature on religious 
dynamics. This is because PLLCA’s MMC is the first of its kind in Australia. 
Furthermore, the experiences of interview participants reveal that the PLLCA 
MMC’s goal of transforming Toowoomba into a Model City is a new interfaith 
initiative for understanding religious change, the management of religious 
diversity, and how local social actors respond to religious conflict.  
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Chapter 1 
The Demographics of Religious Change in 
Toowoomba, Australia 
The city of Toowoomba is the second largest inland regional city in Australia, 
behind only the national capital, Canberra (Visit Canberra 2019; Visit Darling 
Downs 2019). The region is located in the Darling Downs of southern Queensland 
and is the amalgamation of the city proper with seven surrounding rural councils 
(Toowoomba Regional Council 2019b). It has also been a majority Christian-
affiliated region since white settlement (Queensland Places 2019). Regional and 
rural areas in Australia typically have a stronger social identification with 
Christianity (Hughes, Powell, & Sterland 2007, p. 6). This is confirmed by census 
data from 2016 (ABS), which shows Toowoomba having the second highest 
proportion of Christians in its population (66%) among all Queensland regions, and 
the eighth highest nationally. 
Toowoomba also ranks fifth among municipalities in Queensland for the 
proportion of Muslims in the population (1.3%), seventh for Hindus (0.9%), and 
13th for Buddhists (0.9%). These data indicate that for the city of Toowoomba, a 
Christian majority population is situated among a diversity of smaller religious 
organisations, groups, and individuals. It also shows that Toowoomba is one of 
the most religiously diverse regional cities in Australia, which has until recently 
been believed to be a relatively homogenous community. However, 
Toowoomba’s religious environment has also been disrupted by religious conflict. 
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This chapter looks at census data in Australia to make sense of these religious 
changes. The countries of Australia, England, Wales, Canada, and New Zealand 
are compared in order to reveal patterns of religious affiliation. I then present 
immigration and generational differences as explanations for religious change in 
these societies. Finally, a comparison of national contexts and the region of 
Toowoomba show how closely this region follows broader trends of religious 
change. This sets the stage for identifying unique developments in religious 
change and understanding how interfaith organisations manage religious diversity 
in a locally contextualised way.   
The Contours of Religious Change in Australia 
The release of data on religious affiliation from the Australian 2016 census drew 
attention in religious, political, and media circles. Headlines citing changes 
occurring to religion in Australia were published by online news outlets such as the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation (Bouma 2018 – “Religion in Australia: What 
are the Implications of ‘None’ being the New Normal?”); The Guardian (Hutchens 
2017 – “Australian census: religious affiliation falls as population changes 
rapidly”); and the Special Broadcasting Service (2017 – “Census 2016: ‘No 
Religion’ submissions rise as Christianity Slides”). Several important ongoing 
patters are evident: a decline in affiliation with Christian denominations; the growth 
of specific religious communities; and the increase of people who say they have no 
religion (ABS 2018a). Scholars such as Gary Bouma (2009), Anna Halafoff (2013, 
p. 25), and Andrew Singleton (2014, p. 89-90) argue that these data are evidence of 
profound religious change occurring within Australian society. 
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It is important to mention that religious diversity in Australia began with 
Indigenous peoples. With over 50,000 years of history and more than 250 
languages and 600 dialects (Bell 2009; Carey 1996, 2009), Indigenous peoples 
“have and continue to produce and reproduce richly diverse cultures with many 
societies, nations, and religions” (Bouma & Halafoff 2017, p. 130). This indicates 
that religious diversity has occurred for tens of thousands of years in what is now 
called Australia (Bouma & Halafoff 2017, p. 130). It should also be mentioned 
that in the nineteenth century before the introduction of the Immigration Act in 
1901 (also known as the White Australia Policy), immigration from countries 
such as China prompted religious diversity. Workers in goldfields, and cotton and 
sugar plantations belonged to a number of religions including Buddhism, 
Confucianism, Taoism, Hinduism, Islam, and Sikhism (Croucher 1989; Ganter 
2008).   
Table 1.1 shows data on religious affiliation from the Australian census of 
1901 to the last census of 2016. This reveals starkly that in the more than 100 
years that Australia has been conducting a census, the total percentage of 
Christian adherents has dropped significantly from a clear majority of 96% in 
1901, to 52% in 2016. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2012, para. 21) 
states that the pattern for Christianity in Australia is one of a “long-term decrease 
in affiliation”. The Anglican Church has experienced the greatest decline, both as 
a proportion of the population, and in the last ten years, the number of adherents. 
According to Table 1.1, at the turn of the twentieth century, Anglicans were the 
most dominant Christian denomination at 40% of the total population. However, 
by 1981, this percentage had dropped to 26%, about the same level as the Catholic 
Church. After the 2011 census, Anglicans were replaced by the Catholics as the 
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largest Christian denomination in Australia and had also been overtaken by people 
declaring themselves to have no religion at all. Other Protestant denominations 
have experienced similar declines in affiliation.  
Table 1.1 – Major Religious Affiliations in Australia 
 Christianity     
      
 Anglican Catholic Other Total 
Christian 
Other 
religions 
No 
religion 
Not stated/ 
inadequately 
described 
Total 
Census 
year 
% % % % % % % '000 
 
1901 39.7 22.7 33.7 96.1 1.4 0.4 (a)2.0 3,773.8 
1911 38.4 22.4 35.1 95.9 0.8 0.4 (a)2.9 4,455.0 
1921 43.7 21.7 31.6 96.9 0.7 0.5 (a)1.9 5,435.7 
1933 38.7 19.6 28.1 86.4 0.4 0.2 12.9 6,629.8 
1947 39.0 20.9 28.1 88.0 0.5 0.3 11.1 7,579.4 
1954 37.9 22.9 28.5 89.4 0.6 0.3 9.7 8,986.5 
1961 34.9 24.9 28.4 88.3 0.7 0.4 10.7 10,508.2 
1966 33.5 26.2 28.5 88.2 0.7 0.8 10.3 11,599.5 
1971 31.0 27.0 28.2 86.2 0.8 6.7 6.2 12,755.6 
1976 27.7 25.7 25.2 78.6 1.0 8.3 11.4 13,548.4 
1981 26.1 26.0 24.3 76.4 1.4 10.8 11.4 14,576.3 
1986 23.9 26.0 23.0 73.0 2.0 12.7 12.4 15,602.2 
1991 23.8 27.3 22.9 74.0 2.6 12.9 10.5 16,850.3 
1996 22.0 27.0 21.9 70.9 3.5 16.6 9.0 17,752.8 
2001 20.7 26.6 20.7 68.0 4.9 15.5 11.7 18,769.2 
2006 18.7 25.8 19.3 63.8 5.6 18.7 11.8 19,855.3 
2011 17.0 25.3 18.7 61 7.2 22.5 9.2 21,507.7 
2016 13.3 22.6 15.8 52.1 8.2 30.1 9.6 23,401.9 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data for various years. 
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While the Christian denominations are in slow decline, faiths like 
Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam have all grown sharply. In Table 1.1, the 
proportion identifying with a world religion other than Christianity has increased 
from 1% in 1981 to 8% in 2016. According to the ABS (2017), emerging major 
religions include Islam, which accounts for 2.6% of the population, Buddhism at 
2.4%, and Hinduism at 1.9%. Most of this change is due to higher birth rates in 
these communities and migration patterns. Recent immigration, particularly from 
the Asian region, has had a profound impact on religious change in Australia 
(Bouma 2009, p. 52; Singleton 2014, p. 146).  
Finally, the last trend is people choosing no religion at all. Outlined in 
Table 1.1, the proportion of Australians labelling themselves as having no religion 
has almost tripled, with an increase from 11% in 1981 to 30% in 2016. According 
to the ABS (2017), there was a noticeable spike “from 19% in 2006 to 30% in 
2016”. However, the largest change occurred “between 2011 (22%) and 2016, 
when an additional 2.2 million people reported having no religion” (ABS 2017, 
para. 7). The social presence of such numbers has undoubtedly changed the 
religious environment of Australia. 
It should be noted that this was in part due to a change in the way the 
question on religion was asked in the 2016 census (ABS 2018b). For the first time 
the option of no religion was placed at the top of the list of available choices 
(Martin 2015). This action has been welcomed by humanist, irreligious, and 
secular advocates. According to the Council of Australian Humanist Societies 
(2015), “this change is a small but important one. Bringing greater prominence to 
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the possibility that one can identify as having no religion will naturally provoke 
more people to think carefully about what they mark”.  
While there is an overall decline in affiliation (and attendance) among 
Christian denominations, there are specific contours to this pattern. Christopher 
Akehurst (2013, para. 5) argues that Anglican churches have lost social influence 
(and adherents) “for no other reason than that the people who live around them 
have stopped going”. Although census data indicates that this is true, attention 
must also be given to generational change and how each generation is less likely 
to affiliate with a church than the one that precedes it (Halcrow 2010; Singleton 
2017a, p. 25). For example, the ABS (2013, para. 13) states that “Younger people 
make up a high proportion of those reporting no religion (around half who did so 
being less than 30 years old). Older people in Australia are considerably more 
likely than younger Australians to report a religion”. This is especially the case for 
the age distribution of people who consider themselves Christian. 
In Figure 1.1 below, which uses data from the 2011 and 2016 Australian 
Censuses, the different age profile of Christian adherents is evident. The first 
trend to point out is that, from the age of 60 and older, at least 64% of the national 
population identify with Christianity. People choosing the option of no religion 
within this age bracket has increased from the 2011-2016 censuses; however, it is 
at 14-22% which is lower than younger generations. The youth of Australia are 
not only less affiliated with Christianity, they are increasingly forgoing all types 
of religion. 
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Figure 1.1 – Christian Affiliation by Age in Australia, 2011-2016 (ABS census 
data for various years). 
In addition, younger generations are significantly less likely to be 
Christian than senior members and at the same time report far higher rates of no 
religion, peaking at 40% for the 20-29 years age group. This is due in part to the 
position of the ‘no religion’ category in the 2016 census. The main reason is that 
younger generations are less likely to affiliate with Christianity as they transition 
into adulthood (Singleton 2017b, p. 6). Researching generational differences and 
Anglican identity in Australia, Singleton (2017b, p. 6, emphasis in original) states 
that “both Generation X and Y are about half as Anglican as their respective 
parents’ generations”. A key reason for this difference is the effect of the time 
period that each generation grew up in. Unlike younger generations, people in the 
1950s and 1960s where living in an age where being an Anglican had greater 
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social significance, and identifying with a religion was a normal social 
expectation. Taking part in shared religious activities was pivotal in the 
connection between community, church, and ‘being Anglican’ (Singleton 2017b, 
p. 9).  
However, social attitudes and expectations from the 1960s forward have 
changed “in ways that were antithetical to church participation, and consequently 
to religious identification” (Singleton 2017b, p. 10). Some scholars view the years 
from 1957 to 1975 as a period of concentrated crisis for Christianity (Brown 2012, 
p. 29). Alongside revolutionary social attitudes toward sex and drug-taking and 
the emergence of feminist activism, civic institutions such as the church lost 
respect and were challenged by younger generations (Brown 2012, p. 30). The 
tradition and rituals of the church were no longer essential for social interaction. 
Instead, an ‘individualised’ spirituality that is an “eclectic mix of worldviews” 
(Mason, Singleton, & Webber 2007, p. 161) has become popular with today’s 
young people in contemporary Australian society “looking for the authentic 
religious expression that is right for them” (Singleton 2017b, p. 15).  
Australia is not alone in experiencing such trends, and the pattern 
identified above is found in all Anglophone countries. International religious 
trends broadly frame the interactions and relationships of religious change at the 
regional level of a city such as Toowoomba. To that end, the next section places 
Australian patterns in comparative perspective. 
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Cross-National Comparison of Religious Change 
The purpose of a comparative analysis is to outline the social patterns that are 
emerging in a number of cognate countries. In attending to the similarities and 
differences between various sociocultural contexts, a cross-national comparative 
method provides the researcher with a greater awareness and deeper understanding 
of the issue that is being examined (Hantrais 1995). The Anglophone countries of 
Australia, Canada, Great Britain, and New Zealand were specifically chosen for my 
comparison. According to Singleton (2014, p. 82), these countries are useful to 
compare because the terms ‘post-Christian’ and ‘secular’ are increasingly being 
utilised to describe their cultures.  
Religious Affiliation in England and Wales 
First are countries in Great Britain. According to the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS 2012), England and Wales both show a decline in the number of people 
identifying themselves as Christian. Scotland and Northern Ireland were not 
included in the ONS 2001 and 2011 censuses because each country has their own 
national survey that is released separately (Singleton 2014, p. 84); these are the 
National Records of Scotland and the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 
Agency. 
 As can be seen in Figure 1.2, the most noticeable difference between the 
censuses of 2001 and 2011 is in regard to Christian affiliation. Although 72% of 
the population in England and Wales identified as Christian in 2001, this 
percentage declined by 13% to the 2011 total of 59%. There is debate as to why 
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there was such a sharp decline (Voas 2013; Gledhill 2015; Thompson 2015; 
Wyatt 2015). Nonetheless, the most important piece of information to take from 
this is that Christianity was the only religion to lose a large percentage of 
adherents between 2001 and 2011. Moreover, the percentage of British citizens 
identifying with no religion jumped from 15% in 2001 to 25% in 2011. This has 
contributed to what Bruce (2011, p. 1) calls the “displacement of religion from the 
centre of human life”. It is clear from these two trends that Christian authority and 
influence in England and Wales is not what it once was. Because of this, the 
religious environment in Great Britain may be said to have undergone a 
significant transformation (During 2012). 
 
Figure 1.2 – Religious Affiliation of England and Wales, 2001-2011 
(Neighbourhood Statistics 2015). 
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The rejection of Christianity and rise in religious ‘nones’ from younger 
generations in England and Wales is similar to Australia. There is a stark contrast 
in religious affiliation between younger and older generations, particularly after 
the 1960s. According to Brown (2012, pp. 78-82), although England had a “very 
high level of churchgoing commitment by young people” in the 1950s, there has 
been a continuous decline of Christianity from 1979 until today. Declining church 
attendance in England and Wales was seen as a ‘crisis of recruitment’ that saw 
teenagers leaving traditional forms of religion as they hit adulthood (McLeod 
2007 p. 198). This explanation mirrors Singleton’s (2017b, p. 10) research on 
generational differences and Anglican identity in contemporary Australian 
society. Moreover, religious ‘nones’ in England and Wales being “younger than 
religionists or the population at large” (Brown 2012, p. 119) also matches how 
this change to religion is understood in Australia (Halcrow 2010; Singleton 
2017b). 
Religious Affiliation in Canada 
The next country to be examined is Canada. The organisation responsible for data 
on religious change is Statistics Canada (2015), a government agency that has the 
objective of publishing ‘statistical information and analysis about Canada’s 
economic and social structure’. When considering religious change in Canada, are 
the census trends similar to those of Great Britain and other Anglophone 
Commonwealth nations? Or is Canada a different story because of its shared border 
with the United States of America, a country which has a unique pattern of religious 
change (Yang 2012, p. 15; Davie 2013, p. 68)? 
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Although a census program is taken every five years in Canada, the 
question of religious affiliation was only asked in the 2001 and 2011 censuses. 
The 2006 census did not address the issue of religious affiliation as it is “normally 
asked only once in every 10 years” (Statistics Canada 2011). The findings are 
presented in Figure 1.3 below. It is clear that the data aligns with Australia, 
England, and Wales. Christianity has declined in similarly large magnitudes in all 
countries: over the span of ten years, England and Wales went from 72% to 59%, 
Australia from 68% to 61%, and Canada from 77% to 67%. Therefore, it can be 
concluded from this data that the religious trend of declining Christian affiliation 
is not contained to one geographical location. This social pattern has so far been 
supported by census data that can be compared across different countries and 
sociocultural contexts. 
 
Figure 1.3 – Religious Affiliation of Canada, 2001-2011  
(Statistics Canada 2015) 
16.53
0.34
0.94
1.
1.01
1.11
1.96
77.1
22.26
1.62
9.58
43.65
23.90.61.41.51.11.3.2 67.320.51.76.1 39.
No religious affiliation
Other religion
Sikh
Hindu
Buddhist
Jewish
Muslim
Total Christian
Other Christian
Christian Orthodox
United Chruch
Catholic
0. 20. 40. 60. 80. 100.
Religious	Affiliation
Percentage of people in 2001
Percentage of People in 2011
  24 
This trend is not a recent phenomenon either. According to a Pew 
Research Center (2013) analysis of Canadian census and survey data, “the 
percentage of Canadians who identify as Catholic has dropped from 47% to 39% 
over the last four decades, while the share that identifies as Protestant has fallen 
even more steeply, from 41% to 27%.” A good example of Christianity losing 
influence and authority is the United Church of Canada, a Protestant 
denomination. Although with a more modest drop in percentage points when 
compared with Christianity overall, the United Church of Canada nonetheless 
went from 10% to 6% in the last decade of available data. What separates this 
church from all others in terms of religious change, including Canada’s largest 
Christian membership which belongs to the Catholic Church, is the fact that the 
United Church of Canada has claimed the historical position of being a national 
treasure and of having an overarching social presence (Schweitzer 2011, p. 91). 
Figure 1.3 also shows the rise of people choosing no religion. The data 
indicates that between 2001 and 2011, the proportion of ‘nones’ rose from 17% to 
24% of the total population. Alongside a decline in Christianity, the social trend 
of an increase in no religion is similar to the data from Australia, England, and 
Wales. These countries are not only moving away from their Christian heritage, 
they are also witnessing the dramatic increase of people who identify with no 
religion at all.  
Religious Affiliation in New Zealand 
The last country in this comparison is New Zealand. Data are collected by Statistics 
New Zealand. According to the website of this organisation, data on religious 
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affiliation was collected in the 2001, 2006, 2013, and 2018 censuses (Statistics New 
Zealand 2019). However, only 2001 and 2013 data will be presented in Figure 1.4 
for consistency with previous figures. Similar to Australia, Canada, England, and 
Wales, the data on religious affiliation in New Zealand reveals a decrease in 
Christianity and an increase in people identifying with no religion. As can be seen 
in Figure 1.4, there is a clear decrease in the total number of Christian adherents, 
from 55% in 2001 to 44% in 2013.  
For the first time in census history, New Zealand had less than half the 
population declaring themselves Christian. As a result, academics began to 
question the ‘Christian’ status of this country. For example, Paul Morris (Heather 
2013) stated the latest census revealed that “for the first time since 1901, 
Christians are not the clear majority”.  
 
Figure 1.4 – Religious Affiliation of New Zealand, 2001-2013  
(Statistics New Zealand 2015) 
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International Trends 
Census data from Australia, Canada, Great Britain, and New Zealand all indicate 
that similar religious trends are occurring (Commonwealth of Nations 2015). The 
social and religious changes to these countries also reveal the link between a 
“religious/secular individual, group, or movement, to broader social trends and 
historical developments” (Zuckerman 2013, p. 6). They are all highly industrialised 
members of the Commonwealth of Nations, and while they have all historically had 
Christianity as a dominant social institution, this authority is in steep, irrevocable 
decline.  
I noted above that in the case of Australia there is generational 
distinctiveness in this pattern. Writing about England and Wales, Voas and 
Crockett (2005, p. 15) note: “religious decline is principally the result of 
differences between generations: each age cohort is less religious than the last.” 
Even in America, which is often described an exception to this religious trend 
(Stark 1999; Turner 2010, pp. 6-7), there are similar changes. According to lead 
researcher Jean M. Twenge (2015, para. 1) from San Diego State University, after 
analysing the data of 11.2 million respondents from four national representative 
surveys taken between 1966 and 2014, the statistics indicate that millennials are 
“significantly less religiously oriented, on average, than their Boomer and 
Generation X predecessors were at the same age”. Older self-identified Christians 
“are being replaced by a new cohort of young adults who display far lower levels 
of attachment to organized religion than their parents’ and grandparents’ 
generations did when they were the same age” (Pew Research Center 2015, para. 
12).  
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 According to recent Pew Research data (2018), this trend has not only 
continued but is also increasingly global. Surveys conducted in more than 100 
countries found that “in 46 countries around the world, adults under age 40 are 
less likely to say religion is “very important” in their lives than older adults” 
(Kramer & Fahmy 2018, para. 2). This data indicates that younger generations 
who reject religion are not just found in Anglophone countries. Countries across 
the Americas, Africa, Asia, and Europe are all displaying the same trend of young 
people with no religion. However, this is not the case for religions like Islam in 
Western countries. 
Growth of World Religions in the West 
In Great Britain, Figure 1.3 demonstrates that a number of religious groups such as 
Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims have experienced remarkable proportional and 
numeric growth. An example is Islam. According to the official source of this data, 
the Office for National Statistics (2012), Islam is not only the second largest 
religious group in England and Wales, but it has also increasingly grown over the 
decade prior to the latest 2011 census. The proportion of the population who view 
themselves as Muslim has risen from 3% in 2001 to 4.8% in 2011. These numbers 
represent a religion that has almost doubled in ten years from 1.5 million in 2001 
to 2.7 million in 2011 (Office for National Statistics 2013, p. 4).  
This is not a small change for the religious environment of Great Britain. 
The Muslim Council of Britain (2015, p. 68) has released a document called 
British Muslims in Numbers which states that, of the growing percentage of 
Muslims during the decade between 2001 and 2011, “the age profile is skewed 
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towards the young, with a higher than national average young population”. As 
Christianity becomes home to older generations – while also losing the interest of 
the young – Islam is showing the exact opposite according to census data. Muslim 
millennials in Great Britain are directly influencing the religious environment in 
ways that highlight the relevance of considering religious change from a 
generational perspective. 
Like England and Wales, Islam has grown significantly in Canada. In 
Figure 1.4 the proportion identifying as Muslim increased from 2% in 2001 to 3% 
in 2011. Almost identical to the rise of Islam in Great Britain, the data on 
Canada’s Muslim population has been described by the Canadian National Post 
(2013) as the country’s fastest-growing religion. The National Post stated that 
first, the Muslim growth rate has surpassed one million adherents, “almost 
doubling its population for the third-consecutive decade”. And second, the data 
released by Statistics Canada indicates that not only is Islam experiencing the 
fastest growth in membership of all religions, but that “it is even growing faster 
than the number of Canadians identifying as having no religion, though just 
barely” (National Post 2013, para. 4). 
Finally, Figure 1.5 indicates that Islam has grown in New Zealand as well. 
Here, the religion has nearly doubled from 23,637 adherents in 2001 to 45,963 in 
2011 (Statistics New Zealand 2002; 2013). In regard to the future of religious 
change in New Zealand, according to Jaimee Stuart (2014, pp. 23-24), the 
“Muslim population is also very youthful, with 61% under the age of 15 in 
comparison to the wider society, where only 25% of the population is under the 
age of 15”. This religious trend is the exact opposite of Christianity. Most of the 
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growth in Islam is due to migration from Muslim-majority countries and to a 
lesser extent, higher birth rates (Singleton 2014, p. 159).  
It should be noted that other smaller religions such Sikhism also contribute 
to the religious environment of contemporary Western society. The relevance of 
Sikhism to British society is largely based on migration, economic, and 
generational factors. It is a combination of these factors that contributes to the 
overall form and nature of Sikhism as a sociocultural community (Singh & Tatla 
2006, p. 38). Sikhism in Canada has also grown from immigration. According to 
projections done for Citizenship and Immigration Canada, Vancouver Sikhs “will 
become the second biggest religious group in the Greater Vancouver area in the 
next decade” (Singh 2013, para. 5). 
Cross-National Census Data Trends in Summary  
Census data indicates that there are three major religious changes occurring 
throughout Australia, Canada, Great Britain, and New Zealand. First, across all the 
sociocultural contexts considered, the total percentage of Christian adherents has 
decreased in a steep manner. The once historically dominant institution of 
Christianity, at least in the aforementioned countries, has narrowed in a religious 
environment that is experiencing profound change and transition. Second is the 
increase of those with no religion. As adherents leave Christianity in record 
numbers, they are not converting from one religion to another, and a reasonable 
proportion of religious nones used to identify as Christian (Singleton 2017b; 
Kramer & Fahmy 2018). Third is the rise of Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam. In 
some cases, Muslim affiliation almost doubled.  
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There are many similarities between these countries, and the causes are 
largely the same. The census data provided evidence that not only is the diversity 
of religions increasing, but that it is occurring in a manner that is highly complex 
and multifaceted. As will be explained next, Toowoomba largely follows these 
trends. 
Religion in the Regional Context of Toowoomba 
 
Figure 1.5 – View of Downtown Toowoomba (The Author 2019) 
The previous discussion is broadly suggestive of the need for a critical investigation 
of religious diversity in a specific geographical area. After all, religious diversity is 
lived in everyday spaces and in specific locales (McGuire 2008, p. 6). As will be 
explained in greater detail in the next chapter, such geographically specific 
investigations have not really occurred in Australia. In this study, the city of 
Toowoomba will be examined to see, first, how religious change has affected the 
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values, beliefs, and behaviour of the local community; second, how relevant 
organisations, groups, and individuals have managed such change in a religiously 
diverse society; and third, to conduct a critical analysis of the strategies utilised in 
response to religious conflict. Before this, an overview and analysis of the religious 
changes that have occurred in Toowoomba must first be established. 
While Toowoomba has historically been considered as a regional capital 
for the Darling Downs (Queensland Places 2015), a recent combination of 
lucrative economic opportunities (The Chronicle 2015b; Thornhill 2015), a lower 
cost of living (Toowoomba and Surat Basin Enterprise 2013), and being known as 
“one of only three local council areas in Queensland to be declared a Refugee 
Welcome Zone” (Burgess 2013, para. 1), have all contributed to an unprecedented 
growth in population. An obvious conclusion to draw from these conditions would 
be the establishment of a multifaith and multicultural society that is accepting of 
immigrants (Geoghegan 2015). According to census data from 2011 to 2016, the 
percentage of citizens living in Toowoomba who were also born in other countries 
has increased with individuals from Southern and Central Asia up by 128% to 
1,892, from North Africa and the Middle East by 23% to 1,480, and from Sub-
Sahara Africa by 14% to 2,195 (data retrieved from the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics). 
Figure 1.6 shows census data on religious affiliation in Toowoomba. It is 
important to note that this data is not the same as national trends identified above 
despite some apparent similarities. For example, in Figure 1.1, the total proportion 
of Christians in Australian society dropped nine per cent, from 61% in 2011 to 
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52% in 2016. Similarly, in Toowoomba, the total proportion of Christians has 
decreased by six per cent, from 73% in 2011 to 66% in 2016.  
 
Figure 1.6 – Religious Affiliation in Toowoomba  
(ABS census data for various years). 
Nonetheless, Toowoomba has a higher proportion of Christians compared 
to the national average. The regional focus is also important because it 
demonstrates how Toowoomba is similar and different to other parts of Australia. 
For example, Toowoomba has the same regional context as the Darling Downs – 
Maranoa. This region has the highest percentage of Christians in Queensland, has 
a relatively low population, is built upon a rural industry, and is also an 
amalgamation of several surrounding Shire Councils (Maranoa Regional Council 
2016). However, due to its geographical setting and smaller population, this 
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region is far less religiously diverse than Toowoomba and is also less 
multicultural in the sense that there are not as many different ethnicities living in 
this area (ABS 2018c). 
Significant contrasts are found between Toowoomba and the state capital 
cities of Australia. Toowoomba has 18 more percentage points for total Christians 
at 66% than the average of 48% for highly urbanised cities (ABS 2016). The faith 
life of the city is therefore highly Christian oriented in its celebrations, 
symbolism, and values. ‘Easterfest’ is a good example of an annual festivity that 
celebrates Easter while being held within a city that is proud to host a large-scale 
Christian event. In contrast to Christianity, smaller religions in Toowoomba, 
namely Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Judaism, are below the average of major 
Australian cities. For example, Toowoomba’s second most popular religion is 
Islam at 1.28% of the population. When compared with state capital cities at an 
average of 2.7%, there is a noticeable difference (ABS 2016). 
More similar in terms of percentage is the proportion of people who 
identify as having no religion. Nationally, this rose from 23% in 2011 to 31% in 
2016. Likewise, the city of Toowoomba recorded an increase of people choosing 
the option of no religion, from 16% in 2011 to 21% of the population in 2016. 
Such has been the extent of religious change in Toowoomba that a local historian, 
Maurice French, noted the dramatic change to the city over the past five decades. 
French stated that the main change was the “very, very large decrease in the 
numbers of Christians living in Toowoomba over the years” (Davies 2013, para. 
6). 
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What of minority religions such as the Islamic community in 
Toowoomba? According to Figure 1.6, with an increase from 0.82% in 2011 to 
1.28% in 2016, Islam experienced a modest change in percentage of the 
population. For Muslims living in Toowoomba, the continually expanding Islamic 
community would soon see the establishment of their first mosque in 2014. With 
more than 2000 people attending the landmark event, Islamic Society of 
Toowoomba president Shahjahan Khan gave thanks to the “Toowoomba 
community for its support of the mosque opening” (Miko 2014, para. 9). This 
positive sentiment toward Toowoomba is also important because Shahjahan Khan 
was named as Queensland Multicultural Ambassador at the Queensland 
Multicultural Awards (Queensland Government 2014). 
As explained in the introductory chapter, after one year of service to the 
Muslims of Toowoomba, the Garden City Mosque was the target of two arson 
attacks (Miko 2015b; The Chronicle 2015a). The second attack rendered the place 
of worship unusable for the immediate future. Clearly, the growth of the Muslim 
population in Toowoomba and the establishment of the city’s first mosque was 
not welcomed by all segments of society. It is important to state here that because 
the persons responsible for such crimes have not been arrested, the precise motive 
remains uncertain. What is certain is that within the sociocultural region of 
Toowoomba, the religion of Islam, the Muslims who practice its teachings and 
their place of worship have been subject to an egregious act of Islamophobia 
(Briskman 2015, p. 113). 
Nonetheless, there are positive responses within Toowoomba that 
welcome a multifaith and multicultural society. The Islamic community of 
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Toowoomba has responded to the arson attacks with a show of solidarity by 
hosting a public message of peace and unity with other religious and civic leaders 
(The Chronicle 2015c). Khan stated that the purpose of such events was to 
“engage with the wider community on a regular basis to build strong community 
bonds for peaceful living with mutual respect and care” (Backhouse 2015, para. 
4). The public display of peacebuilding in Toowoomba is a central strategy of the 
multi-actor interfaith network in the region when addressing religious change, the 
management of religious diversity in this region, and responding to religious 
conflict. 
As will become much clearer in later chapters, the main organisation of 
interfaith peacebuilding in Toowoomba is the Buddhist Pure Land Learning 
College Association (PLLCA). It should be noted that the Chinse Communist 
Party has recently declared the PLLCA as misleading and heretical to China’s 
mainstream ideology with material related to this organisation being banned 
(Xinran 2019). In the Toowoomba region, the Pure Land Buddhist community has 
been promoting the values of interfaith and multicultural harmony since being 
established in 2001. The PLLCA achieves this with ten full-time and three part-
time staff, three casual workers, and 70 volunteers (Charityguide 2019b). One 
important development of the PLLCA is their Multi-Faith and Multicultural 
Centre (MMC). The centre is a local peacebuilding resource, promoting 
Toowoomba as a city that has a “diversity of faiths and beliefs across 
multicultural communities” (PLLCA MMC 2016a). This is achieved via an 
interfaith network that runs throughout the Toowoomba region. Recent events that 
showcase the peacebuilding efforts of the PLLCA’s MMC (2016c) have been the 
Interfaith Youth Photo Challenge, Community Leadership Engagement, Women 
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Circles of Peace End of Year Gathering, and Saturday Friendship Dinners that are 
held every week for everyone to attend. 
The Community Leadership Engagement event was particularly important 
given that it was a direct response to religious conflict such as the mosque arson 
attacks earlier that year. The seminar provided peacebuilding initiatives on the 
necessity of social resilience and harmony, and also acted as a “starting point for 
discussion on how we might work together to ensure that Toowoomba remains a 
safe, inclusive and prosperous multicultural city” (PLLCA MMC 2016b). 
Halafoff (2013, p. 23) argues that interfaith and multifaith networks serve to 
“develop greater understanding – of diverse faiths, of the underlying causes of 
conflicts”. This is because it highlights the pragmatic, grassroots approach of not 
only the social actors involved, but also in conducting sociological research on 
religious change, the management of religion, and responses to religious conflict 
in regional Toowoomba. 
 
Figure 1.7 – Pure Land Learning College Association (The Author 2019) 
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Conclusion 
This chapter examined religious change by looking at trends in census data. The 
Anglophone nations of Australia, England, Wales, Canada, and New Zealand have 
all shown similar patterns of religious change. Immigration and generational factors 
are pivotal factors that shape the contours of the religious environment in these 
countries, and have resulted in an increase in the plurality and diversity of religions. 
The region of Toowoomba has followed the broader trajectory of religious change 
in Anglophone and national contexts. However, the history of this geographical area 
means that it has a higher-than-average Christian population, notwithstanding 
recent change. The relative homogeneity of the religious environment raises the 
issue of openness to religious change among the populace and whether religious 
conflict would increase. To this end, religious change in Toowoomba has produced 
a number of interesting developments regarding how religious diversity is managed 
and whether it has been successful. These issues and topics are discussed in the 
remainder of this thesis. Prior to this, however, it is necessary to explore the 
literature on religious diversity. 
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 
Toowoomba has become a religiously diverse community, and with it come the 
challenges of how this diversity can be managed successfully. Prior to this, it is 
necessary to review relevant literature on secularisation, emerging religious 
diversity, multiculturalism, religion and the community, and case studies of 
interfaith networks. This review will establish the context and research questions 
that guide this project.  
I begin by reviewing literature on religion and religious change. The 
patterns discussed in the previous chapter are sometimes described as evidence of 
‘secularisation’ (Casanova 1994, p. 7). Not all agree, and challenges to this 
perspective are considered. Bouma (2009) and Halafoff (2013), for example, 
argue that society has moved beyond the secular while an alternative theory from 
Gorski et al. (2012) incorporates elements of both secularisation and the post-
secular. Next is literature on religious diversity and its management. Bouma’s 
approach to management (Bouma & Singleton 2004) is unpacked and looks at the 
social factors of migration, institution, and social cohesion. This approach is then 
held up against criticism from Bader (2007) who states that the idea of 
‘governance’ is more appropriate. Additionally, border security issues and 
interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding networks are identified as ways of 
managing religion in Australia. An analysis of social inclusion identifies the 
impact of religious differences and communal otherness in these networks.  
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I then review the literature on multiculturalism. A working definition from 
the United Nations is presented and situated within Bouma’s (2012) religious 
diversity theory. Government departments and agencies that manage 
multiculturalism in Australia according to The People of Australia: Australia’s 
Multicultural Policy are then analysed. This is achieved by examining how 
immigrant settlement is facilitated through a range of programs and services 
including health and linguistics. Multicultural management policies in the United 
Kingdom and minority religious experiences in Australia are also considered.  
Finally, I examine the literature on religion and its place in the community. 
The issue of religion and its role within a community is necessary to understand 
its historical and contemporary significance. Notable literature includes Vidich 
and Bensman’s (2000) analysis of religious tension within the community and 
Woodlock’s (2006) research on integrating Muslim settlers in Cobram. Case 
studies on interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding networks are also critically 
analysed. These include Katie Days’ Faith on the Avenue (2014) and the 
Victorian interfaith networks such as the Multifaith Council and Parliament of 
World Religions. This chapter then concludes with a statement of the key research 
questions that guide this project. 
The Contemporary Sociocultural Context 
The religious environment of Australia has experienced significant social and 
religious changes at the turn of the twenty-first century. Words and phrases such as 
secularisation, post-secular, post-Christian, multifaith, and multicultural are 
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commonly applied to this environment and are an indication that more than one 
change to religion is currently occurring. As Chapter 1 revealed, noteworthy trends 
are a decrease in Christian affiliation due to the lack of interest of younger 
generations, people under 40 who increasingly identify with the title of ‘religious 
nones’, and the growth of world religions such as Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and 
Sikhism. Therefore, in order to understand the direction of religious change in 
Toowoomba, it is necessary to locate the city within contemporary debates about 
religious change. 
Secularisation  
Before the resurgence of religion and policy organisations focusing on interfaith 
initiatives during the 1990s (Halafoff 2013, p. 16), theories of secularisation were 
dominant in social scientific study of religion (Clark 2012). On the question of 
secularisation, there are a range of theoretical approaches. Tschannen (1991, p. 396) 
argues this point saying, “while a number of theories have been very systematically 
stated, it is true that one cannot combine these theories into a single, coherent super-
theory.” Nonetheless, the fundamental premise of differentiation between religious 
and secular institutions is found within all theories of secularisation (Casanova 
1994, p. 7). According to this premise, secularisation posits that religion will 
increasingly lose public and private significance in the face of irreversible social 
and institutional changes (Sharpe & Nickelson 2014, p. 4). It therefore emphasises 
a social shift where religious leaders are demoted from universal and public 
authority to being one specialist among many in the community (Warner 2010, p. 
26).  
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Reaching its pinnacle in the 1960s and 1970s, and following Parsons’ 
(2012, p. 434) differentiation of church and state, Berger (1967, p. 107) and 
Wilson (1966, p. 14) argued that social and cultural sectors would cease to be 
dominated by the institution of religion. This is due to the fact that “secularisation 
was seen to be proceeding at such a pace that the new millennium would dawn 
with no religious celebration marking its arrival and religion no longer an issue of 
interest to the vast majority of people” (Bouma 2009, p. 173). The growth and 
revitalisation of religion in the twenty-first century was therefore thought 
improbable in its most extreme iterations. It is important to note that traditional 
and mainstream forms of Christianity have followed this trajectory more closely 
than other religions. Indeed, it is now common to refer to Western liberal 
democracies as post-Christian (Houtman & Aupers 2007; Roof 2009; Singleton 
2014). Even in the USA, research organisations are developing and utilising post-
Christian metrics to document the slowly diminishing influence of Christianity 
(Barna Group 2017).  
 However, there have been challenges to the totalising secularisation 
model. First, although a differentiation and decline of organised religious 
institutions has occurred in the West, unorganised forms of religion and 
spirituality have not shared the same fate (Hamberg 2009, p. 742); hence, 
Berger’s (2013, p. 69) revised consideration when he argues that Western 
European countries have undergone a “shift in the institutional location of religion 
… rather than secularization”. Second, the spread of globalisation has resulted in 
the enduring strength of religion – notably Pentecostal Christianity and Islam – in 
Africa, Latin America, and East Asia (Houtman & Aupers 2007, p. 305), and 
these movements have had a transnational impact in the Global North. Third, 
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religious events are becoming more relevant to public and social policy initiatives. 
According to Bouma (2009, pp. 174-175), the demise of the USSR and religious 
revival in Russia, the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, conflict in Israel, 
Palestine, Ireland, and the Asian subcontinent, increased religious diversity, and 
government funding of religious welfare agencies and schools have meant that 
religion has remained central to social and policy discourse.    
Post-Secular Society 
Changes in perspective and relevance to religious issues have therefore led scholars 
to emphasise the phrase ‘post-secular’ society (Bouma 2009, pp. 101-103; Halafoff 
2013, p. 10; Moberg, Granholm, & Nynas 2014). For example, despite the advances 
of science and reason in the late twentieth century, Bouma (2009, pp. 101-103) 
argues that “secularity has given way to a great wash of spirituality, including 
religious revitalisation in places where it was least expected and various forms of 
global fundamentalism”. Similarly, Halafoff (2013, p. 10) states that not only are 
religions increasingly visible in the public sphere, but that they are also contributing 
to a simultaneous rise of conservative and liberal forms with their respective 
cultures of violence and peace. These approaches indicate that a post-secular 
society moves religion beyond the expectations of secularisation. Whether this is a 
reversal of religious and secular differentiation or unexpected forms of religion 
becoming popular, multiple yet simultaneous changes are occurring in the religious 
environment (Singleton 2014, p. 100). Importantly, this does include a trajectory in 
which people are ceasing to identify with Christianity and are moving towards no 
religious identification. 
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 Gorski et al. (2012) follow this line of reasoning by taking a new 
approach to secularisation and the post-secular. By questioning the state of 
religion in the public sphere and how social scientists define and measure this, 
Gorski et al. (2012, p. 2). wonder, “which world has changed – the ‘real’ one or 
the scholarly one?” In doing so, they are able to challenge the secularisation and 
post-secular theses by presenting a third position that incorporates elements of 
both approaches. Thus, Gorski et al. (2012, p. 2) argue that while a religious 
resurgence is occurring globally, “it is taking many forms – not all of which fit 
into an easily codifiable definition of ‘religion’”. As a result, an approach is 
needed that is open to the lived religious experiences of social actors (McGuire 
2008, p. 5). Indeed, by not testing pre-existing theories, Gorski et al.’s criticism of 
the scholarly approach is heeded, allowing an explanatory theory of religion in 
society to be developed from the real world. This study follows this approach and 
is covered in the analytical strategy section of Chapter 3.  
Religious Diversity 
Although the city of Toowoomba was originally settled as a Christian community, 
Australian census data on religious affiliation indicates that the issue of religious 
diversity and its management is an important area of research. This is particularly 
the case when the issue of multiculturalism is introduced. It should be noted that 
the concept of religious diversity “may hold different connotations in different 
discourses and contexts” (Kühle & Hoverd 2018, p. 5). This study follows Bouma’s 
definition. According to Bouma (2009, p. 52), “the diversity of Australian groups 
has grown along several dimensions: the number of religious groups, the number 
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of religions represented and the range of difference between and within the religious 
groups”. Immigration and conversion have been cited as the reason for these 
changes (Inglis 2002; Cahill et al. 2004; Bouma 2009; Australian Bureau of 
Statistics [ABS] 2018c; Singleton 2014, p. 94). As mentioned in Chapter 1, this is 
reflected in the region of Toowoomba with recent census data indicating that there 
is a significant rise of people immigrating from North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, 
the Middle East, and Southern and Central Asia (ABS). Following Bouma’s (2009) 
explanation of religious diversity and immigration, it is therefore not surprising that 
Toowoomba finds itself home to a plurality of major world religions, Chinese 
religions, new religious movements, and secular perspectives. This has implications 
for how this diversity might hold together, or ‘be managed’ by various social actors.  
The Management of Religious Diversity 
This research is centrally concerned with the management of religious diversity in 
a regional city. What does it mean to say that religion is being managed in a 
community setting? In Australia, Emeritus Professor Gary Bouma (1995; 1997; 
1998; 1999; 2008; 2009; 2012) is the leading authority on religious diversity, 
plurality, and its management, and it is his ideas that largely frame the approach in 
this thesis.  
According to Bouma (1999, p. 8), the management of religious diversity in 
Australia “arises at personal, organisational, societal and increasingly at global 
levels”. At the global level, the spread of immigration challenges the religious, 
social, political, economic, and cultural status quo of countries. Yet, this form of 
global interdependence may also “make the preservation of social cohesion 
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increasingly difficult in societies” (Healy, Arunachalam, & Mizukami 2016, p. 8). 
As more people live in countries outside of their birthplace, Henning and Hovy 
(2011, p. 980) argue that international migration is expected to have a significant 
impact on population changes well into the future. For example, the United 
Nations who have stated that more people than at any other time in history live 
outside of their country of origin; in 2015, this number reached 244 million or 3% 
of the population, up from 222 million in 2010 (United Nations 2016, p. 5).  
Census data from Australia (ABS 2018) reflects this trend with the 2016-
2017 net overseas migration at 262,500 individuals, 44% more than in 2015-2016. 
These migration levels have brought a diversity and plurality of religious groups 
to Australia (Bouma 2009). The Australian government has responded by 
focusing social policy on the management of religious diversity. In particular, 
government and political leaders have sought to ensure social cohesion by 
mapping how religious and cultural diversity impact the social cohesion and 
security of Australia (Cahill et al. 2004, p. 6). The theory this project uses to map 
social cohesion in Toowoomba is explained in the next section.  
Bouma’s Theory of the Management of Religious Diversity 
A number of studies have been conducted on religious diversity and its management 
(Warner 1998; Beckford 1999; Davie 2013). The scope of these studies extends to 
national and international sociocultural contexts. As a result, the micro-level, lived 
everyday experience of social actors is often not given attention. They are therefore 
not able to provide a social model for this study’s research aim of understanding 
the management of religious diversity within a regional city. Bouma and Singleton 
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(2004) are the exception with a comparative study of how diversity is managed in 
Hong Kong and Melbourne. The narrowed sociocultural context of this study is 
appropriate because of recognition of the “immediate local and urban context in 
which religious diversity is managed – cities, villages, provinces” (Bouma & 
Singleton 2004, p. 6).  
Yet, in order to utilise this theory, it is necessary to understand how 
Bouma and Singleton define the term ‘management’. According to Bouma and 
Singleton (2004, p. 13), four sociocultural factors contribute to religious diversity 
and harmony. These are: 
• a history of managing religious diversity; 
• an urban demography in which one religious group dominates; 
• a religious institution which accepts diversity; and 
• social structures which promote inter-religious harmony. 
This sets a context in which governments and organisations can 
successfully deal with religious diversity. Bouma and Singleton conceive of it as 
an ecological approach. Thus, the management of religious diversity “involves 
both the deliberate and unintentional actions and decisions entered into by 
religious groups, public and private organisations and governments which impact 
to produce either harmonious or conflictual inter-group relations within a 
religiously plural society” (Bouma & Singleton 2004, p. 13).   
However, Bouma and Singleton’s approach to religious diversity and its 
management has received criticism as a social model (Bader 2007). Bader’s 
(2007, p. 50) reservation is that because the “management of religious diversity is 
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restricted to hierarchy and top-down competencies, governance is the broader and 
better term”. Responding to this claim, Halafoff (2016, p. 104) argues that 
“Bouma’s approach to managing religious diversity is informed by his 
observations of and participation in religious community and state interactions in 
Victoria that have been underpinned by a commitment to multiculturalism”. 
Indeed, this is evidenced in his contribution to the research paper Religion, 
Cultural Diversity and Safeguarding Australia (Cahill et al. 2004). Here, a focus 
on government, interfaith, and multicultural perspectives reinforces the idea that 
“religion and state are not subservient to each other but their relationship needs to 
be renegotiated in the light of changing realties” (Cahill et al. 2004, p. 105). This 
is possible due to Australia’s liberal democratic sociocultural context, which 
includes the freedom of thought, conscience, and religion or belief and rights of 
members of ethnic, linguistic, and religious minorities (Australian Human Rights 
Commission 2016). 
However, religious communities are only entitled to such a relationship 
when adhering to all Australian laws. In doing so, not only is religion’s capacity 
for violence and rights violations acknowledged and regulated, but religiously 
diverse organisations, groups, and individuals are also able to govern themselves 
and their communities while promoting their “agency in critiquing state policies 
and advising the state on issues that concern them both” (Halafoff 2016, p. 104). 
According to this perspective, Bouma’s theory considers religious organisations, 
groups, and individuals’ self-governance and their attitudes toward social policy 
development and implementation. Halafoff (2016, p. 105) concludes the defence 
of Bouma’s management framework by stating although the term management is 
problematic, it is nonetheless a type of relational governance “founded on a two-
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way, grassroots up and top-down process involving religious groups, state actors, 
and others such as academics and the media”.  
Therefore, management as a strategy for dealing with religious diversity is 
best understood as a cooperative, communal effort for the peaceful coexistence 
among different religions, spiritualities, and nonreligions. The analysis in this 
thesis takes this approach to explore how religious groups and other stakeholders 
relate to each other daily. This is especially the case with Toowoomba which has 
a higher than national average Christian population. The treatment of religions 
minorities is an indication of how accepting this community is of religious 
change. Utilising Bouma’s theory of religious diversity management, an 
examination of this process also highlights the impact of strategies employed by 
local government and interfaith organisations. After all, it is these decisions and 
actions that determine whether harmony or conflict is used toward minority 
religions as they establish themselves within society.    
The Perception of Minority Religions 
The way that a society treats religious minorities is an important part of a nation’s 
management strategy. This is because a society can only be successfully coexisting 
when a diversity of religions is treated equally with tolerance and respect (Bouma 
& Singleton 2004). According to international law as outlined by the United 
Nations Minorities Declaration article 1 (OHCHR 1992), not only must the rights 
of persons belonging to national, ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic identity 
be respected, in addition, each state is required to protect their existence and 
“encourage conditions for the promotion of that identity”. Although there is no 
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universally agreed upon criteria for a group to be labelled as a minority, in 1977, 
the Special Rapporteur of the United Nations Sub-Commission on Prevention of 
Discrimination and Protection of Minorities defined it as (OHCHR 2016): 
A group numerically inferior to the rest of the population of a State, 
in a non-dominant position, whose members - being nationals of 
the State - possess ethnic, religious or linguistic characteristics 
differing from those of the rest of the population and show, if only 
implicitly, a sense of solidarity, directed towards preserving their 
culture, traditions, religion or language. 
Yet the act of people migrating from different cultures can produce 
negative responses from some members of the population. This is because 
minority religions are sometimes perceived to be a negative influence on 
multiculturalism. There are numerous instances of Muslims being the targets of 
racism, anti-immigration sentiment, xenophobia, and Islamophobia in Australia 
(Phillips 2007; Australian Human Rights Commission 2015a; Dunn et al. 2015; 
Hassan 2015; Kearney & Taha 2015; Islamophobia Register Australia 2016). 
An important example is survey data from the Scanlon Foundation. This 
report is called Mapping Social Cohesion and revealed that minority religions 
were being treated worse than majority ones. The data (Markus 2018, p. 62) 
indicated that across eight Scanlon Foundation surveys from 2010 to 2018, 
“negative opinion towards Christians and Buddhists has been in the range 4%-5%. 
Negative attitude towards Muslims has been significantly higher, in the range 
22%-25% (11% - 14% very negative), at an average of 24%”. The most recent 
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surveys from 2017 and 2018 revealed that “negative attitude to Buddhists is in the 
range 3%-4% interviewer administered, 6%-7% self-administered. Negative 
attitude towards Christians is 5%-6% interviewer administered, 12% self-
administered” (Markus 2018, p. 62), while a “much larger variation is obtained 
with reference to Muslims, close to 15 percentage points” – 23%-25% interviewer 
administered, 39%-41% self-administered (Markus 2018, p. 62). It is important to 
note that this negative perception also occurred before September 11, 2001 with 
its heightened interest in Islam by state governments, the media, and the general 
public (Woodlock 2006, p. 3).  
Thus, as Bouma (2016, p. 67) explains, what separates the religion of 
Islam from other minority religions in the West is an “overarching anti-Islamic 
and anti-Muslim discourse”. This is particularly the case when contrasted with the 
lower percentage of social negativity towards Buddhism. In addition, the Scanlon 
Foundation figures also reflect how xenophobia, racism, and anti-immigration 
movements and political parties can thrive in Australia (King 2015; ABC 2016c). 
Indeed, after the 2016 Federal election, the state of Queensland witnessed the 
return of Pauline Hanson and her party One Nation (Patel 2016). Winning four 
seats in the Senate (Grattan 2016), One Nation’s policies were aimed at the ethnic 
and cultural otherness of Islam. These included a Royal Commission to determine 
if Islam is a religion or political ideology, banning Muslim immigration and 
Muslim refugees, banning the Burqa and Niqab in public places, and halting the 
construction of mosques until an inquiry is held (One Nation Policies 2016). One 
Nation claimed that unless current foreigners (non-Australians that are Muslim) 
are assimilated and integrated into the Australian culture, we risk suffering the 
consequences of Sharia (Islamic law). 
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In the region of Toowoomba, 2017 electoral results revealed that Pauline 
Hanson’s One Nation attained 14-16% of votes (ABC 2016a). This is not 
surprising as the mosque arson attacks at the beginning of 2015 indicate that there 
is an element of Islamophobia targeting the values and beliefs of Islam, Muslims, 
and their places of worship. Further, this is a fault line that requires special 
attention in my study on religious diversity and its management, especially in 
regard to efforts in Australia by far-right political movements that aim to 
dismantle interfaith and multicultural policies, processes, and projects. The 
increase in migration to Toowoomba is also relevant, for this issue has served as a 
reactionary talking point for the rise of grassroots political fringe communities in 
the UK and Europe. Therefore, it is pertinent to identify far-right political 
movements in Toowoomba and the influence that they are having on residents’ 
religious values and beliefs, particularly when local interfaith and multi-actor 
peace building networks seek to integrate Muslim individuals, families, and 
organisations within the wider community. 
Due to increasing immigration, Australia finds itself home to a diversity of 
religions. While multi-actor peacebuilding networks have been established, inter-
group conflict has resulted in the need for management strategies that successfully 
address religious diversity. Toowoomba not only reflects this trend, but has 
experienced extreme reactions to minority religions such as Islam, which have 
experienced Islamophobic arson attacks on their mosque. Bouma and Singleton’s 
theory of religious management provides the framework for examining and 
understanding this local context. The history, urban demography, religious 
institutions which accept diversity, and social structures which promote inter-
religious harmony in Toowoomba are therefore revealed. Moreover, the realities 
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of this rapidly diversifying religious landscape have many implications for social 
actors as they interact, negotiate, and resolve the religious issues of a multifaith 
society. One of these is discussed in the next section. 
Negotiating Religious Diversity in Australia: The Case of Islam 
Australia has a religious landscape that is highly plural and highly diverse. This 
change has many far-reaching social consequences. In this section, I discuss one of 
these: rising Islamophobia. Evidence of this can be found in Toowoomba. As noted 
above, Islam has grown rapidly in many Western countries, mostly due to 
immigration. Furthermore, the growth of Islam has occurred within the 
sociocultural context of post-9/11 Australia and has created tension for Muslims 
who express their religion publicly. 
After 9/11, Liberal Prime Minister John Howard and his government 
enabled social discourse that fomented Islamophobia, migrant-phobia and 
critiques of multiculturalism in Australia (Halafoff 2013, p. 1). As a result, 
Australian Muslims became the target of increased prejudice, discrimination, and 
vilification (Amath 2013, p. 116). The Scanlon Foundation (2016) has conducted 
research on this issue with the purpose of seeing “Australia advance as a 
welcoming, prosperous and cohesive nation particularly related to the transition of 
migrants into Australian society”.  
This ambiguity may result from a post 9/11 period that has complicated 
the immigration of Muslims to Australia to such an extent that it has been difficult 
to “position Muslims as subjects in the narrative of Australia, rather than as 
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objects of discussion or hostility” (Jakubowicz 2007, p. 5). Therefore, not all 
religions are viewed the same in Australia, despite policies on religious freedom 
and multiculturalism. The interfaith movement in Australia has developed 
initiatives to counter this issue, discussed in the next section.  
Religious Diversity and the Interfaith Movement in Post 9/11 Australia 
The interfaith movement aims to identify, contain, and reduce sources of religious 
conflict. As an example, the interfaith movement in Australia have made initiatives 
to counter the globalised risk of religiously motivated terrorism (Halafoff 2013 p. 
16). After the terrorist attacks of September, 11, 2001 on New York and 
Washington, there is now a concerted effort to “map the interrelationship between 
religion and cultural diversity in the context of Australia’s social cohesion and 
internal security” (Cahill et al. 2004, p. 6). This process required reflection from 
Australia’s political and social leaders regarding how to safeguard the lives of 
citizens (Cahill et al. 2004, p. 6). Furthermore, Halafoff (2013, p. 71) states that the 
“events of September 11 put religion front and centre on the world stage, 
transforming multifaith engagement from merely an academic exercise, or a 
spiritual luxury into a global imperative, and a global necessity”.   
The management of religious diversity in post 9/11 Australia also 
instigated new, revised, and amended national security-related laws at both the 
national and state levels (Hocking 2007, p. 183; Parliament of Australia 2016) and 
the strengthening of Australia’s intelligence capabilities (Jupp 2011, p. 143; 
Australian Government 2015; Barker 2015). From the perspective of interfaith 
networks in Australia, their management role shifted to allaying concerns about 
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terrorist attacks worldwide. This was crucial after further terrorist attacks with the 
October 12, 2002 Bali bombings and July 7 and 21 July, 2005 London bombings 
(Jupp 2011, p. 143; Halafoff 2013, pp. 79-84). This period also witnessed a 
heightened examination of the growing numbers of Muslims in many Western 
societies. For example, former Prime Minister John Howard combined terrorist 
activity and asylum seekers into an overarching national security concern (Aslan 
2009, p. 112; Bolton 2015; Riemer 2015), instigating a “culture of fear, 
perpetrated by discourses of exclusion… rising Islamophobia, migrantophobia 
and critiques of multiculturalism” (Halafoff 2013, p. 1). 
Although there are initiatives to create interfaith peacebuilding networks, 
there are nonetheless organisations, groups, and individuals who cannot accept the 
idea that they live within a religiously diverse society. This is especially the case 
with social discourse on the religion of Islam and the perception of Muslims who 
practice this faith.  
Islamophobic Discourse 
An example is the Q Society’s submission to the Australian Parliament’s Joint 
Standing Committee on Migration. The Q Society argued that Islam cannot be 
successfully incorporated into a vision of a multicultural society. Submitted as part 
of an Inquiry into Multiculturalism in Australia, the Q Society believe that the 
tolerance of Islam is not possible due to the practice of Sharia (Islamic Law) (Joint 
Standing Committee on Migration 2013, pp. 60-61, supplementary submission 
335.2). The House of Representatives Committees (2013, para. 14) referenced this 
submission in their report (Chapter 4, Religious diversity: Questions about Islam) 
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by stating that although Australia’s model of multiculturalism has been conceived 
of as a well-integrated balance of ‘rights and responsibilities’, many submissions, 
including the Q Society’s, assert that “multiculturalism is laying the foundations for 
ethnic separatism under increased migration from Islamic countries”. 
The influence of John Howard’s government and their response to global 
terrorist attacks is evident in such submissions. Lentini et al. (2009 p. 12) state 
that debates on diversity within Australian society became more conservative 
during this period. The argument that Australia should be without multifaith and 
multicultural diversity has its supporters. Among them are the Australian 
Association of Christian Schools’ concern that religious diversity is being utilised 
to ensure all religions are perceived and treated as equally valid (Bouma et al. 
2011, p. 24); the Rise Up Australia Party (2016) opposing Islam due to the 
possibility of Sharia being introduced; and the Q Society of Australia Inc. (2013), 
who claim to be Australia’s leading Islam-critical movement, and consider Islam 
to be a totalitarian ideology veiled in religion. 
Members of interfaith and multicultural networks have countered with 
their own peacebuilding narrative. The Australian Federation of Islamic Councils 
is the main representative organisation for Islam. What this organisation seeks is 
to “empower Muslims…to achieve their full potential as Australian citizens” 
(Muslims Australia 2014, p. 15). Furthermore, the Australian Federation of 
Islamic Councils (Muslims Australia 2014, p. 15) have also stated that they intend 
to support Australian Muslims in political advocacy, social justice, and to 
recognise the Islamic community’s “diverse, multi-cultural, social and religious 
needs”. This type of social advocacy also ties in with the Australian 
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Government’s policy that all citizens respect the religious right of others to 
express their beliefs and values. 
Despite the government policy for mutual respect from citizens, there is a 
divisive tension surrounding the issue of Islam in Australia. Due to the extent of 
vocalised protest against Islamophobia in Australian society, on the 17th of 
September 2014, the Islamophobia Register Australia (2016) was introduced as a 
means of reporting, recording, and analysing all incidents of harm being 
perpetrated against Muslim Australians. Briskman (2015, p. 113) states that 
although the display of Islamophobia in Australia is a recent phenomenon, the 
issue is that “it is no longer relatively latent but has become entrenched and 
normalised”.  
The Scanlon Foundation’s reports indicate that a high percentage of 
Muslim Australians are not being welcomed within contemporary Australian 
society. This is despite the Australian Government requiring citizens to respect the 
right of others when expressing their religious beliefs and values. Organisations, 
groups, and individuals who challenge this policy also highlight challenges to 
interfaith peacebuilding initiatives. As examined in Chapter 6, alongside arson 
attacks on the local mosque, the city of Toowoomba has also witnessed the far-
right political movement of the United Patriots Front trying to establish a 
grassroots movement based on Islamophobia and the Antipodean Resistance 
placing neo-Nazi stickers throughout public areas. Examining these forms of 
religious conflict also reveals the strategies that a particular society such as 
Toowoomba utilises to reduce conflict and maintain social cohesion. Having 
traced the arc of religious minorities in Australia, and noted one major effect of 
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this change – religious discrimination, attention now turns to multiculturalism and 
its role in managing religious diversity.  
Multiculturalism in Australia: Policy Efforts to ‘Manage’ 
Diversity 
It is generally expected that highly industrialised Western governments describe 
contemporary society as multicultural (Inglis 1996; Dupont 2011, p. 95; Parliament 
of Australia 2010; Settlement and Multicultural Affairs 2014b; UNESCO 2016a). 
Indeed, at the 20th session of the United Nations Human Rights council in 2012 
(UNGLS), and in response to the charge that multiple heads of State declared 
multiculturalism a failure, UN Special Rapporteur Doudou Diene replied by saying 
that, “multiculturalism could not be a failure, for it is a fact of life”. In order to 
understand this fact of life, it must first be defined. According to the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, multiculturalism can be divided 
into three major definitions: 
• first, the demographic-descriptive is utilised when the term multicultural 
refers to the “existence of ethnically or racially diverse segments in the 
population of a society of State” 
• second, the programmatic-political points to the term multiculturalism being 
integrated into social programs, structures, and policies within a society in 
order to manage ethnic diversity; and 
• third, the ideological-normative is the most contested because it turns 
multiculturalism into a “slogan and model for political action based on 
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sociological theorising and ethical-philosophical consideration about the place 
of those with culturally distinct identities in contemporary society” (UNESCO 
2016b).  
Although these definitions of multiculturalism overlap, for the purposes of 
my research, I explore mainly the programmatic-political angle. This is because 
the social programs, structures, and policies managing ethnic diversity neatly join 
with the work of Bouma (2012) on religious diversity, social inclusion and 
cohesion, and faith groups commenting on state governance. For example, the 
Australian government has declared that a diversity of interfaith and multicultural 
processes, structures, and policies are inherent and integral contributions to this 
nation (Settlement and Multicultural Affairs 2014b, 2016; Australian Government 
2016a; Living Safe Together 2016). However, according to Bouma (2012, p. 293), 
the Australian government must also confront the issues of a society that not only 
has freedoms of religion and belief and freedom of speech, but has also undergone 
significant changes in the diversity of religions, cultures, and ethnicities. 
In the sociocultural context of Australia, social policies have been 
developed to manage the diversity of multicultural and multifaith elements in 
contemporary society. Australia’s government departments and agencies manage 
this issue under a national evidence-based social policy framework (Banks 2009). 
They follow initiatives for managing multiculturalism in accordance with the 
Department of Social Services’ Settlement and Multicultural Affairs report called 
The People of Australia: Australia’s Multicultural Policy (2013). By adhering to 
the national aim of democratic values within all communities, the Australian 
Government can openly welcome a diversity of cultures and ethnic identities 
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(Australian Government 2016b; Australian Human Rights Commission 2016; 
Diversity Council Australia 2016; Living Safe Together 2016; Museum of 
Australian Democracy 2016). Also, social inclusion and cohesion in the form of 
programs, services, and policies ensure that Australians from culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds receive the same opportunities as the 
established community (Koleth 2010; ABS 2011, Settlement and Multicultural 
Affairs 2014a; 2016; Department of Health Services 2016; DSS Grants Service 
Directory 2016) 
Furthermore, immigration is considered to help economic success and 
social sustainability via much needed skills and labour (Productivity Commission 
2006; Spinks & Koleth 2010), and is actively promoted as an integral part of the 
Australian economy (Department of Infrastructure, Regional Development and 
Cities 2018). Lastly, educating the wider community about multicultural diversity 
not only establishes understanding and acceptance, but also aims to counter 
expressions of racism, discrimination, intolerance, and prejudice with the justice 
of the law (Australian Human Rights Commission 2015b; Harmony Day 2016; 
Soutphommasane 2016; Victoria State Government 2016). Former Discrimination 
Commissioner Dr Tim Soutphommasane (2016) therefore argues that because of 
these peacebuilding networks, Australian government programs, services, and 
policies have created a social ethos that is largely accepting of cultural and ethnic 
diversity. The Scanlon Foundation’s Multiculturalism: Discussion Paper (2016, p. 
5) supports this by stating that multiculturalism in Australia has long had a 
positive public response dating back to the late 1980s. Indeed, surveys conducted 
by the Scanlon Foundation’s Mapping Social Cohesion Research reveal 85% of 
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the population agrees with the notion that “multiculturalism has been good for 
Australia” (Markus 2014, p. 4; see also Chapter 1).  
A number of social programs, services, and policies have been specifically 
tailored to enhance the social integration of Muslims (Woodlock 2006, p. 22). 
These include the availability of Arabic resources (Heart Foundation 2008; Being 
2016; Mens Line 2016), training programs that focus on settling Muslim youth 
(Australian Multicultural Foundation 2016b; Living Safe Together 2016), the 
promotion of various forums as a means to create a community network that 
promotes multicultural awareness (Australian Arab Council 2016; Council for 
Australian-Arab Relations 2016; The Australian Arab Association 2016), the 
distribution of positive media coverage (Forum on Australia’s Islamic Relations 
2016), recognising Islamic events such as Ramadan (Settlement and Multicultural 
Affairs 2016b), women’s fashion displays (Heanue 2016), social services that 
cater to cross cultural communication skills (Adult Migrant English Program 
2016; Translating and Interpreting Service 2016), police multicultural awareness 
visits (Victoria Police Muslim Association 2016), and helping people with 
traumatic refugee backgrounds (Woodlock 2006, p. 22; Arabic Welfare 
Incorporated 2016). 
Based on normalisation of these programs and services, Bouma (2006, p. 
1) considers the Australian sociocultural context to be a “twenty-first-century 
postmodern and secular world where spiritualities are rife and religious diversity 
is an accepted feature of a seriously multicultural society”. Nonetheless, due to 
recent geopolitical events involving immigration and the fact that each country 
manages a diversity of cultures and religions differently, other nations may not 
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have achieved the same outcome (Bouma 2009, pp. 174-175; 2016, p. 1-2). In 
Australia, some aspects of this are managed as a joint issue of border security and 
internal cooperation between the Australian Crime Commission, Australian 
Federal Police, Australian Security Intelligence Organisation, and Department of 
Defence (Department of Immigration and Border Protection 2016).  
It is noteworthy that the Australian government and federal agencies have 
also begun a series of proactive initiatives with interfaith networks (Phillips 
2007). For example, the Australian Multicultural Foundation (2016a, para. 1) – 
commissioned by the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and 
Indigenous Affairs and in association with the World Conference on Religion and 
Peace (Australian Chapter), RMIT, and Monash University – was specifically 
created in 2002 in order to “conduct a series of consultations with religious, 
government and community organisations. It is part of a broader study of religion, 
cultural diversity and social cohesion in contemporary Australia”. This is a clear 
example of a post-secular society according to Bouma (2009, pp. 174-175), where 
a religious issue is being moved to the centre of public and social policies. 
There is also research by Cahill et al. who contributed to documenting the 
outcomes of managing religious diversity in Australia. The most important report, 
Religion, Cultural Diversity and Safeguarding Australia (Cahill et al. 2004, p. 6) 
provides a comprehensive analysis of the “interrelationship between religion and 
cultural diversity in the context of Australia’s social cohesion and internal 
security”. This report is important for this study as it investigates religious 
management, interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding networks, and how these 
develop and promote communal wellbeing via positive relationships and 
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integration of the ‘other’ (Cahill et al. 2004, p. 9-10). However, although Cahill et 
al.’s approach focuses on consultations with religious leaders, the Australian 
Government, experts, and research on 20 religious groups with at least 20,000 
members across Australia (Cahill et al. 2004, pp. 14-16), this study builds upon 
this research by grounding religious diversity and its management within the local 
experiences and perspectives of social actors in Toowoomba. 
Models of Multicultural Management 
There have been a number of issues when considering multiculturalism in other 
contexts. Whether this is terrorist attacks in France (ABC 2016b; BBC 2016b), the 
rise of ISIS and military intervention from Western countries in Iraq and Syria 
(Charles 2014; Kilcullen 2015a, 2015b; Baram 2016), or the mass movement of 
refugees from these regions (Syrian Refugees 2016; World Vision 2016), recent 
geopolitical events have created significant problems for maintaining harmonious 
diversity. For example, some European countries have seen a voter preference for 
conservative political parties that seek to tighten control and security on the issue 
of mass immigration (Aisch, Pearce & Rousseau 2016; France24 2016). In addition, 
not all public and social policies on multiculturalism are welcome. Indeed, heads of 
State in Europe, including former French President Nicolas Sarkozy and German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel, have questioned the usefulness of multiculturalism as a 
social policy for diversity management (Lesinka 2014, p. 38; Malik 2015). Merkel 
in particular has called for the assimilation of different cultures into German society 
(Noack 2015). 
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Therefore, it is important to distinguish between multiculturalism, 
integration, and assimilation. This is demonstrated with Bose’s (cited in Coello 
2010, p. 15) presentation shown below in Table 2.1. As can be seen, multicultural 
policies in society are aimed at public and private expressions of religious, 
cultural, and ethnic diversity. An example is the sociocultural context of the 
United Kingdom. Here, the management of multicultural diversity and 
immigration has shifted from a normative framework that recognises cultural 
difference to the integration and assimilation of shared values (Howarth & 
Andeouli 2012, p. 2). This is similar to the situation in Europe (BBC 2016a; 
Evans & Dunai 2016) and sees fringe political elements wanting immigrants to 
either leave or assimilate into the United Kingdom (Bilefsky 2016; Versi 2016). 
Table 2.1 – Assimilation, Integration, and Multiculturalism 
Allowed to manifest different identities or cultures  
Public sphere Private sphere  
No No Assimilation 
No Yes Integration 
Yes Yes Multiculturalism 
 
Source: Bose cited in Coello 2010 
However, there are differences in how mainstream political leaders such as 
former Prime Minister David Cameron voice concern over mass immigration. 
First, they are more moderate and nuanced; second, the targets of political rhetoric 
are ‘uncontrolled immigrants’, ‘illegals’, refugees and asylum seekers; third, 
while this is still less tolerant than other multicultural societies, they do not violate 
the key principles of racial and religious tolerance and freedom of movement; and 
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last, the development of rhetoric and instituting of social policies are primarily in 
response to economic circumstances (Lesinka 2014, p 38). 
Still, the decision by the British public to leave the European Union was 
heavily influenced by political declarations of multicultural failure. One 
controversial example is the political position of former leader of UKIP (United 
Kingdom Independent Party) Nigel Farage. While promoting his vision of 
managing religious, cultural, and ethnic diversity, Farage revealed a campaign 
poster which showed a long queue of migrants from Syria with the caption 
“BREAKING POINT: the EU has failed us all” (BBC 2016a). Another example 
came after the terrorist attacks of 11 September 11, 2001 and July 7, 2005, when 
the United Kingdom introduced security laws and policies that effectively target 
communities with high concentrations of Muslims. According to Vertigans (2010, 
p. 34), this was “particularly from the Indian-sub-continent like Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani communities in Tower Hamlets, London and towns and cities in West 
Yorkshire and Lancashire being subjected to close scrutiny”.  
These examples are deliberate attempts to rupture social cohesion by 
organisations, groups, and individuals worried about the consequences of 
immigration. Many studies have focused on the issue of ethnic and religious 
segregation occurring in multicultural societies (Kaplan & Douzet 2011; Glitz 
2014; Alden, Hammarstedt & Neuman 2015). Kaplan and Douzet (2011, p. 589) 
argue that the issue of segregation is important because it has “tremendous 
impacts on the groups involved, altering their daily patterns and their future 
prospects”; for instance, recall the high concentration of Muslims living in Tower 
Hamlets in the United Kingdom. According to Glynn (2010), the problem of 
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immigration legislation (primarily the 1962 Commonwealth Immigration Act and 
the 1971 Immigration Act) allowed the ethnic segregation of Bengali Muslim 
communities by pushing immigrants disproportionately into the poorest housing. 
When calls were made to address this issue, the established residents were quick 
to see this as “queue-jumping” and discrimination against the broader working 
class. Coupled with anxiety about unemployment and security fears about 
terrorism, concerns about minority ethnic and religious groups can quickly 
escalate into politically successful far-right political movements. Therefore, 
multiculturalism and its perceived failure by mainstream political parties is the 
only outcome, thereby “creating a gradual shift in the views of the elite, in public 
sentiments and, eventually, in immigration policies” (Lesinka 2014, p. 38). 
As an example of this, Gilliat-Ray (1998, p. 349), documents how the 
“limited and often distorted perception of a foreign religion” has resulted in 
British Muslims being subjected to racism and antipathy. Yet, despite the British 
National Party’s success in the 1997 elections and an increase in racist attacks on 
Muslims, constructive efforts to counter racism have occurred via religiously 
focused social programs, services, and community engagement (Gilliat-Ray 1998, 
p. 349). The cultural differences unique to each community therefore pose 
important questions about national identity, social cohesion, and the rights of 
citizens (Phillips 2010, p. 209). Further, it is important to heed Bouma’s (2016) 
call for researchers to not be tempted by the lure to transport a “success” of 
religious diversity management from one society into another, which must be 
tempered with the realisation that the “global is transformed at the local”.  
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My study addresses Bouma’s call by focusing on the local context. The 
city of Toowoomba has undergone significant changes to cultural diversity. Most 
important is its recognition as one of three local council areas in Queensland to be 
declared a ‘Refugee Welcome Zone’. Toowoomba operates within a multicultural 
framework that recognises cultural and religious differences by integrating 
multiculturalism into social programs, structures, and policies. While extreme 
reactions to multiculturalism have the capacity to heighten fear, bigotry, and 
violence, the main objective of this policy framework is to facilitate social trust 
and harmony. This is seen in Bouma and Singleton’s theory of managing religious 
diversity which states that the decisions and actions between government, 
organisations, and religious actors have the capacity to produce harmony or 
conflict in a religiously plural society. Therefore, multicultural policies that allow 
different cultures to publicly and privately manifest their identity in the form of 
religion are fundamental to the harmony of a religiously plural society.  
This research explores whether Toowoomba has a social ethos that largely 
accepts religious diversity and produces harmony between religious groups. It is 
important to understand that Toowoomba is a particular kind of community. 
Specifically, it is a regional community that has experienced recent changes to its 
religious environment. These changes have required that local government, 
organisations, and religious groups adjust how they relate to one another. The 
following section looks at community studies researchers that have explored this 
process.  
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Religion and Community Studies 
Toowoomba is a particular kind of regional community. Definitions of ‘regional’, 
and the distinguishing features between rural, regional, and urban contexts, must be 
first distinguished. For example, researchers use geographic units that divide urban 
from rural areas (Martin 1992, Bibby & Shepherd 2004 and Coburn et al. 2007), or 
fractal concepts as a framework for organising people and infrastructure into 
communities (Niang & Soboyejo 2006 and Chen 2016). Nonetheless, Cromartie 
and Bucholtz (2008, pp. 32-34) argue that because every definition of 
rural/regional/urban spaces determines what can be studied, the purpose of the 
research should drive the theoretical and contextual approach.  
For my research, I am adopting the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
classification system used by the Queensland Government, which identifies 
Toowoomba as a regional setting. Known as the Australian Statistical Geography 
Standard (ASGS), the clarification structure of this system determines the 
remoteness of each state and territory region on the “basis of their relative access 
to services” (Pink 2011, p. 4). The Australian Bureau of Statistics (2014, para. 19) 
elaborates by stating that the “provision of many government services are 
influenced by the typically long distances that people are required to travel outside 
the major metropolitan areas”. According to ASGS, the city of Toowoomba is 
designated as ‘Inner Regional’. While Toowoomba is not remote enough to be 
considered rural, both the rural and regional community studies literature that look 
at religious issues can offer insights into my own project on religious diversity 
and its management. 
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Community Studies and Religion 
Bell and Newby (1971, p. 19) define community studies as the “study of the 
interrelationships of social institutions in a locality. However, this does not mean 
all social institutions locally present have to be studied but, unless these 
interrelations are considered they will not be considered as community studies”.   
To date, there are few community studies that examine religion in rural 
and regional contexts in Australia as the main object of inquiry (Woodlock 2006; 
Collins, Collins, & Ezzy 2016). For example, Maidment and Bay’s Social Work in 
Rural Australia (2012) presents fields of practice in rural settings on affordable 
housing, mental health, youth employment, caregiving, family violence, 
immigrant settlement, and climate change. The issue of religion and the 
experiences of social actors with religion is not included. Similar rural studies that 
do not consider religion include Robertson and Watts’ (1999) research on rural 
preservation, Dufty-Jones and Connell (2016) on immigration, and Barclay et al. 
(2007) on criminality. In addition, regional studies have focused on internet 
connection (Simpson & Hunter 2001), economic disparity (Ramakrishnan & 
Cerisola 2004), and development (Eversole 2016). On the other hand, urban 
studies considered pest management (Gerozisis, Hadlington, & Staunton 2008), 
peri-urban development (Kennedy, Butt, and Amati 2016), and regeneration 
policies (Ruming 2016). 
One rare, notable example is the Centre for Muslim Minorities and Islam 
Policy Studies’ Social Integration of Muslim Settlers in Cobram (Woodlock 
2006). Charting the successes and challenges between Muslim, non-Muslim, 
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community leaders, and service provider relationships in the town of Cobram in 
northern Victoria, this study’s research method is based on participant observation 
and in-depth interviews. What Woodlock found was the distribution of 
multicultural services, programs, and resources by the Moira Shire Council 
(Cobram is situated in this region). This constituted Arabic language resources, 
youth settlement programs, instigating cultural awareness at various forums such 
as Harmony Day, honouring religious events such as Ramadan, and an increased 
cultural awareness by the established community which highlighted the 
importance of welcoming a religiously diverse and multicultural community 
(Woodlock 2006).  
Furthermore, this study found that social resources, programs, and services 
were tailored to multicultural factors as a means of developing community 
wellbeing (Woodlock 2016). Cnaan, Boddie, and Yancey (2003, p. 20) argue that 
this is important because trust and reciprocity have the potential to integrate newly 
settled migrants, establish multicultural harmony via communication of social 
ethics, and provide “social order in communities that would otherwise be 
volatile”. This therefore has implications for the overall state of social inclusion 
and cohesion within a community. For example, a spectrum of attitudes to this 
issue was discovered among the established community. On the negative side, 
ignorance, resentment, and hatred of Islam, Muslim culture, and their participation 
in the community was identified. This was due to perceived restrictions on 
Muslim women because of their clothing, an unwillingness to integrate certain 
cultural patterns such as the consumption of alcohol, and that Muslims consider 
Australian values and beliefs to be unethical and immoral (Woodlock 2006, p. 
19). Worryingly, Cobram Muslims also experienced verbal and physical attacks 
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such as being called terrorists or having eggs thrown at them (Woodlock 2006, p. 
20). 
At the positive end, the community of Cobram regarded minority Muslim 
settlers as being respectful, gentle, and friendly (Woodlock 2006, p. 20). This was 
evidenced by social initiatives that helped create a supportive community 
network. Muslim women in particular were viewed as reaching out and engaging 
with the wider community. In addition, local events such as the prayer-hall open 
evening provided a sacred space for Muslims and non-Muslims to understand and 
celebrate religious, ethnic, and cultural diversity (Woodlock 2006, p. 20). These 
perceptions and experiences of Muslims in Cobram tie in with Cahill et al.’s 
(2004. p. 9) and Halafoff’s (2013) call for social scientists to examine the role of 
religion in the formulation and implementation of interfaith and multi-actor peace 
building networks.  
However, it should be noted that the study in Cobram does not directly 
concern itself with the issue of the broader management of religious diversity (that 
is, the interaction between different religious groups). This is because it is focused 
on the lived everyday experiences of Muslims. Although the cultural history of 
Cobram a mention of Christian Italians as being more successful at integration, 
this was a fact against which to measure Muslim settlement (Woodlock 2006, pp. 
19-21). As for the establishment of a Muslim place of prayer, despite being 
opened during a multicultural festival, the study did not include the interactions of 
Muslims with other religions, spiritualities, or secular perspectives. Instead, the 
research topic required a distinction between Muslims and the wider community 
in order to understand how local social services integrate new cultures. Statements 
  71 
from other religious members were represented as non-Muslims or members of 
the public (Woodlock 2006, p. 10). My study can build upon this research and add 
new knowledge to community studies literature by examining a diversity of 
religions and how they are managed in a regional context.   
International Perspectives  
At the international level, community studies is significantly more developed in 
terms of the journal articles and books published, and more diverse in terms of the 
issues covered; for example, in the United Kingdom (Smith 2002; Smith 2004; 
Singh & Tatla 2006; Beckford 2015; Huang 2015; Storm 2015); Europe (Buser, 
Amelung & Schneider 2008; Fazlic 2015; Muratova 2015; Nurullina 2015); Africa 
(Coker 2006; Agbiji 2015); Asia (Candland 2000; He 2012; Sing-Kiat Ting 2016); 
and the USA (Samurar 2013; Bryant et al. 2015; Salas-Wright el al. 2015). Despite 
this, there are few studies on the role of religion in the literature on community 
studies.  
Jones and Haley (2014) are an exception with their study on post-
pastoralism, religious change, religious participation, and post-secularism in rural 
communities and urban city life in Wales. According to Jones and Haley (2014), 
in post-secular rural spaces, the decline in Christian institutions in Wales has been 
replaced by a mix of social capital, community engagement, and social identity 
reinforcement. This is in order to motivate religious people who are not trained in 
pastoral care to heighten their contribution to faith-based networks. Unfortunately, 
this study only focuses on the lived everyday experiences of one religion in order 
to research the topic. Subsequently, when the history of Islam in rural Wales is 
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introduced, it serves as a comparison piece to Christianity rather than the studied 
experience of religious diversity and its management. 
Before continuing, a point must be made in regard to the distinction 
between immigration at a general level, and the specific issue of migrant-religious 
affiliation. The focus of my research will be on migrants who also belong to a 
minority religion, especially Muslim settlers. As discussed in Chapter 1, 
immigrants who bring their religion with them have contributed greatly to 
changing Australia’s religious landscape (Bouma 2009; Religion and Ethics 
Report 2012; Halafoff 2013; Singleton 2014; ABS 2018c). In addition to this, the 
post-9/11 period ushered in an era of intense focus, debate, and political and 
social discourse regarding the integration of Muslims in Australia (Halafoff 2013, 
p. 1). Given the political and cultural climate, it is necessary to understand the 
experiences of migrants as they settle within a religiously diverse regional space. 
Religious Tension within the Community 
It has been argued that the limited conversation about religious change and its 
management in community studies literature is due to the preference for different 
sociocultural concepts. Mid-1990s research conducted by Conzen et al. (1996, p. 
107) identifies religion in “particular geographic areas, specific communities, 
and/or urban areas” as being classified secondary phenomena or epiphenomena. 
The implication is that religion in community studies literature is a marker for 
“something else – race, ethnicity, or social class”. In their community studies book 
Small Town in Mass Society: Class, Power, and Religion in a Rural Community 
(first edition 1960), the participant observations and interpretation of this data by 
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Vidich and Bensman does place religion as epiphenomena. To be clear, this book 
does not focus on religious diversity or the value of interfaith networks. Yet, the 
hierarchy of Protestant Churches, the impact of these social positions within the 
wider community, and the tensions within the religious community itself are 
nonetheless important considerations (Vidich & Bensman 2000, pp. 231-262).  
Many researchers have acknowledged the potential problems of dialogue 
within and between faith communities (Ariarajah 2003; Boehle 2010, pp. 393-
395; Moyaert, 2010 pp. 441-442; Pratt 2007, pp. 255-260, 2010, pp. 345-348; 
Wingate 2010, p. 15; Zia-ul-Haq 2014, p. 614; Fahed 2016; Johanson 2016). 
According to Samartha (1982, p. 100), when religious people ignore or turn away 
from interfaith encounters, this “can only lead to a closed particularity which 
feeds on itself and, in the process, impoverishes the community”. In response to 
such communally divisive outcomes, Kung (1991, p. 76) has argued that there 
“can be no peace among the nations without peace among the religions. In short, 
there can be no world peace without religious peace”. 
Nonetheless, communal tensions are directly related to isolated religious 
groups creating an “us versus them approach” within the wider community 
(Vidich & Bensman 2000 pp. 240-243). This perspective is especially active when 
residents in a small community respond to overarching forces of society such as 
changes to the religious environment (Woodlock 2006, p. 19). Vidich and 
Bensman (2000, p. 314) identify this situation as a plurality of social perspectives 
competing with one another amid wider community tension regarding specific 
instances of religious fundamentalism and the rejection of community values. 
Indeed, there will be religions that claim to be the only truth, and that religious 
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badging – the identification of a religion based upon a person’s insignia, clothes, 
or other indicators – will become widespread (Bouma 2009, p. 121). However, 
Bouma (2009, p. 121) perceives this to be ‘good-natured’ due to the fact that the 
character of the competition will largely be among players who respect each other 
but who offer alternative approaches and styles.  
Positive Community Initiatives 
Although an earlier section was critical of John Howard and his government’s role 
in interfaith peacebuilding and multicultural harmony, recent Australian 
governments have recognised that “communities play a vital role in reducing the 
influence of radicalisation at the grassroots level” (Australian Government 2016a). 
Through initiatives such as Living Safe Together, Migration Council Australia, 
Settlement Council of Australia, and the Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network, 
a closer interaction between national, state, and local governments and interfaith 
networks has emerged. An example of this at the state level is the Multifaith 
Multicultural Youth Network (MMYN). Established in September 2007, the 
purpose of the MMYN (Victorian Multicultural Commission 2016) is to “provide 
advice to the Victorian Government, through the Office of Multicultural Affairs and 
Citizenship (OMAC), on issues and initiatives that affect young Victorians from 
culturally, religiously and linguistically diverse backgrounds”. 
Cahill and Leahy (2004) view the network between government and the 
local community and the management of religious diversity to be dialectic in 
nature. If the Australian government seeks to implement interfaith peacebuilding 
initiatives in local areas, there must also be “harmony between its faith 
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communities working together in dialogue and some common activity” (Cahill & 
Leahy 2004, p. 12). The common activity is the main tenet of the interfaith 
movement and involves a greater understanding of religious diversity and 
responding to religious extremism with multi-actor peacebuilding initiatives. 
The Australian Multicultural Council’s (2014) report focused on this 
common activity. Known as Interfaith and social cohesion in Australia: looking 
to the future, this report outlines the necessity of “exploration into social cohesion, 
including the potential to improve interfaith and intercultural dialogue, and 
opportunities to work with local government to foster cohesion and community 
resilience” (Australian Multicultural Council 2014, p. 3). It is important to note 
that the Australian Multicultural Council also advises the Australian Government 
about “issues relating to Australia’s multicultural policy and programs” 
(Australian Government Boards 2015). Current national political perspective on 
the management of religious change involves working with local interfaith 
networks. The advisory role of the Australian Multicultural Council highlights 
that this interaction is more successful within the socially integrative model of 
multiculturalism. 
According to the Australian Government’s Department of Social Services 
under the section on Settlement and Multicultural Affairs, multiculturalism can be 
seen as either descriptive or as public policy. As a descriptor, multiculturalism is 
“simply a term which describes the cultural and ethnic diversity of contemporary 
Australia” (Australian Government Department of Social Services 2014). This 
definition is also an appropriate definition for understanding how religious 
diversity is currently being perceived at a regional level. The Australian 
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Government’s public policy statement on multiculturalism is essential for 
understanding religious change. It reveals national requirements for belonging 
within the limits of cultural and ethnic diversity. The third and most important 
tenet of this policy states that “the right to express one’s own culture and beliefs 
involves a reciprocal responsibility to accept the right of others to express their 
views and values” (Australian Government Department of Social Services 2014). 
Therefore, the government’s focus on the local community as a source of 
interfaith peacebuilding and conflict resolution places importance on 
organisations that manage religious diversity. An examination of how 
organisations, groups, and individuals within a regional context such as 
Toowoomba address religious conflict, the nature and work of a local interfaith 
peacebuilding network is revealed. Moreover, by identifying the main actors in 
this network, the extent that they work with the local government and other 
religious organisations, groups, and individuals, and the strategies utilised to 
reduce religious conflict, local multi-actor peacebuilding networks may be 
examined as a social resource that manages religious diversity and maintains 
social cohesion within a regional Australian context.  
The Interfaith Movement 
Emerging diversity in Australia has led to organisations that manage religious 
differences in order to maintain social cohesion. The mosque arson attacks in 
Toowoomba which revealed that there are extremist segments within this society 
that are opposed to religious diversity. This event had an immediate and widespread 
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effect on the religious environment. In this case, the local interfaith network 
responded with the strategy of a multi-actor peacebuilding strategy that aimed to 
reduce religious conflict. Therefore, an examination of the organisations and social 
networks that manage religious diversity reveals how particular geographical 
contexts address religious change in the contemporary era.  
According to Halafoff, the emergence of an interfaith movement is a direct 
response to the religious diversity of Western societies. Among its aims is to 
“develop greater understanding – of diverse faiths, of the underlying causes of 
conflicts and of the nature of reality” (Halafoff 2013, p. 23). It also incorporates 
“interfaith dialogue, celebrations and educational programs to increase awareness 
and understanding of diverse faith traditions” (Halafoff 2006, p. 2). Whether this 
is the National Council of Churches in Australia (2016) dialoguing with the 
Australian Federation of Islamic Councils and the Executive Council of 
Australian Jewry, the Government supporting Harmony Day (2016) on 21 March 
as a “day to celebrate Australian diversity – a day of cultural respect for everyone 
who calls Australia home”, or the overseeing of religious instruction in 
government schools by Multifaith Education Australia (2016), these Australian 
examples reveal organisational initiatives that are working toward interfaith and 
multicultural peacebuilding. 
The nature and work of these organisations are vital to the interfaith 
movement. An example is Religions for Peace Australia (RfP). Known for being 
Australia’s largest community-based organisation working for inter-religious 
harmony, RfP’s mission is to “work for social cohesion in Australia as well as 
upholding the universal values of authentic religion and spirituality” (RfP 2016). 
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An emphasis on a greater understanding of different religions is the foundation of 
this organisation. This type of peaceful coexistence is also promoted in the 
ideology of multiculturalism (Bouma & Singleton 2004, p. 17) and the social 
normalisation of religious diversity in which “all groups are respected and their 
religious need recognized” (Halafoff 2013, p. 102). 
Similarly, the Women’s Interfaith Network Foundation (WIN) places an 
emphasis on the management of religious diversity from a woman’s perspective. 
WIN address the issues that women face being from different faith, ethnic, 
cultural, and linguistic backgrounds. They also actively encourage women from 
different backgrounds to establish “city/country, rural/regional connections and 
support across Victoria” (WIN 2016). The act of peacebuilding through 
networking is at the centre of the interfaith movement (Halafoff 2013). Indeed, 
according to Cahill (2004, p. 10), the establishment of religious moderation and 
ecumenical interfaith activity via interfaith networks is a social necessity. This is 
especially the case when networks place community liaison officers in contact 
with religious leaders as a means to “identify key issues within communities and 
facilitate productive communication between the government and those 
communities” (Andrews 2007, p. 57).  
The following section presents examples of the interfaith movement by 
looking at case studies on religious management strategies and their relevance to 
interfaith and multicultural peacebuilding networks. This is important because 
religious diversity is an everyday reality for social actors living in Toowoomba. 
Moreover, theoretical concepts of community engagement can be explored further 
by investigating the extent that diversity enables and/or hinders the establishment 
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and relationship building of successful interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding 
networks in Toowoomba. With this in mind, the following case studies are key 
pieces of literature that my study can build upon. 
Case Studies of Interfaith Networks 
Faith on the Avenue  
In Faith on the Avenue: Religion on a City Street, Day (2014) examines religious 
diversity over a seven-year period. The central thread of this study is on the 
management of religious diversity and its potential for cooperation and social 
harmony. In order to demonstrate this, Day chronicled the social presence, 
engagement, and interaction of neighbouring communities of faith on one street in 
one city – Germantown Avenue in Philadelphia. After conducting survey interviews 
with 43 of the 108 religious congregations along the avenue, Day (2014, p. 69) 
utilised this data in order to obtain a snapshot of each religion. What emerged from 
the data were three findings: 
• First, understanding the impact of the sociocultural context which both 
shapes and is shaped by social actors in diverse ways (physically, 
economically, culturally, and socially); 
• Second, the searching, locating, and distribution of network opportunities 
through social programs, public and religious leaders, and civic 
engagement, and 
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• Last, the importance of overcoming individual actions in favour of 
communal harmony through the management of religious networks (Day 
2014, pp. 191-208). 
The sociocultural context of Germantown Avenue is important for 
understanding the location and role of religion in Philadelphian and American 
society. This is because of America’s level of religious participation, belief and 
influence (Berger, Davie, & Fokas 2008, p. 12) which has not declined in the 
same way as Australia and other Western societies (Singleton 2014, p. 100). Since 
white colonisation, America has established a history of religious diversity and 
competition (Singleton 2014, p. 104). Yet, Germantown Avenue, Philadelphia is 
unique with its ‘Holy Experiment’ of radical hospitality which attracted a 
diversity of religions for over 300 years (Day 2014, p. 3). This is why the 
circumstances of each sociocultural context must be taken into consideration 
before understanding how a society manages religion (Bouma 2016, pp. 1-2). 
For example, the demographic trends of population, immigration, and 
poverty in Philadelphia are social factors that impact upon the diversity and 
management of religion in Germantown Avenue (Day 2014, p. 187). Although 
sociocultural factors shift the institutional location of religion in society (Berger 
2013, p. 69), Day also identifies that urban congregations maintain independent 
agency in shaping their sociocultural context through religious management. 
Bouma’s (2012, p. 293) theory of management regards agency to be a corrective 
measure when religious conflict emerges in the community. From this 
perspective, the ‘sacred spaces’ along the avenue represent the normalisation of 
different religions interacting with one another. Day (2014, p. 9) states that this is 
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a sociocultural process where “physical space and human experience interact in a 
symbiotic relationship that produces shared meanings – a ‘human ecology.’” 
The close proximity of multiple religions also makes it difficult for 
religious and cultural segregation to occur. By creating a number of sacred spaces 
along the avenue, the value of this faith community is an area of complex and 
colliding social and cultural dynamics within an urban ecology (Day 2014, p. 32). 
Indeed, Germantown Avenue has developed a social structure that is not only 
accepting of religious harmony, but was specifically created to welcome it. When 
applied to this study, the sociocultural context of religious diversity is therefore 
important in order to understand how interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding 
networks operate within the wider community. This requires examining interfaith 
policies, programs, and projects in Toowoomba that promote common values, 
norms, and understandings regarding religious diversity. 
Victorian Multifaith Networks  
After the 9/11 and 2005 London and Bali terrorist attacks, the response by interfaith 
networks and Muslim communities in Victoria was to focus on social inclusion and 
cohesion. This involved the active management of religious and cultural diversity 
in countering extremist ideologies (Halafoff 2016, p. 107). One example of 
collaboration between state and religion was the 2005 establishment of the Victoria 
Police’s Multifaith Council. The aims of the Multifaith Council are to consult with 
and provide advice to religious communities and Victoria Police regarding religious 
issues, facilitating communication, and formally reporting matters of religious 
significance (Victoria Police 2005). In this case, the positive interaction of religious 
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groups and government agencies is an indication that the sociocultural context 
accepts religious diversity and promotes inter-religious harmony (Bouma & 
Singleton 2004).  
A second example is the Multifaith Multicultural Youth Network. 
Established in 2007, the network’s initiatives are directed toward the social 
inclusion of young migrants by developing and implementing youth-led projects, 
hosting regional and metropolitan workshops that discuss cultural diversity and 
the immigration experience, and to promote interfaith and multicultural awareness 
in the wider community (Victorian Multicultural Commission 2016). The 
inclusion of interfaith policies at the grassroots level is an indication that 
harmonious spaces are being created in the face of diversity (Phillips 2015, pp. 
337-340). Furthermore, this type of religious management is a two-way process 
that allows religious groups to raise issues about the sociocultural context and 
their lived everyday experiences (McGuire 2008, p. 6; Halafoff 2016, p. 105). 
Numerous partnerships with culturally and religiously diverse communities are 
supported by the Victorian government (Halafoff 2013, p. 144). Among them 
include the Multifaith Advisory Group of the Office of Multicultural Affairs and 
Citizenships, the Victorian Government’s Community Accord, Celebrate our 
Cultural Diversity Week, and the Australasian Police Multicultural Advisory 
Bureau (Bouma et al. 2007; Halafoff 2013, 2016). 
A final example is the Melbourne 2009 Parliament of World’s Religions 
which brought together civic and religious leaders and approximately 6000 
delegates from 80 countries representing nearly 250 religions (Atmeshananda 
2009, p. 1). This forum was designed with the intention for participants to take 
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part in “workshops to establish socially cohesive and environmentally sustainable 
ways forward that span and embrace cultural, racial, and religious diversity” 
(Australian Multicultural Foundation 2009, para. 1). The inclusion of 
environmental sustainability in the management of religious and ethnic diversity 
may at first seem displaced. However, the theory of human ecology according to 
Day (2014) is based on communal interconnectedness through the management of 
religious networks. This involves the impact of the social environment which both 
shapes and is shaped by social actors in diverse ways (physically, economically, 
culturally, and socially), and the searching for, location, and distribution of social 
harmony through interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding networks.  
The effectiveness of these networks in contributing to peaceful religious 
relations is evident by the support for interfaith and multicultural dialogue. 
Whether this is the Al Aqsa Islamic Center collaborating with other faith 
communities to promote city-wide interfaith dialogue (Day 2015, pp. 214-218), 
the Victorian Police Multifaith Council creating an atmosphere of respect, 
goodwill, and to “work through issues of mutual concern” (Victoria Police News 
2014), or the Parliament of World’s Religions making “visible the maturing of the 
global interreligious movement” (Pedersen 2015, para. 2), interfaith multi-actor 
peacebuilding networks in Australia establish and promote social opportunities for 
harmonious coexistence between different faiths, spiritualities, and nonreligions. 
My study looks at this process within the regional context of Toowoomba. As 
mentioned in Chapter 1, the Pure Land Learning College Association’s Multi-
Faith Multicultural Centre is a fairly new interfaith organisation that has 
volunteered to create a multi-actor city-wide peacebuilding network. A critical 
analysis of the goals of this organisation brings into focus the direction of 
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interfaith peacebuilding and the extent of implementing social harmony in the 
region. In particular, the main strategy of making Toowoomba a ‘Model City’ is 
an indicator of how the community of Toowoomba reacts to religious change and 
manages religious diversity. 
Conclusion 
This chapter’s literature review on theories of secularisation, religious diversity, 
multiculturalism, religion and the community, and case studies on interfaith 
networks have revealed a number of areas to build upon in my study. The 
contemporary sociocultural context of religion introduced secularisation and post-
secular theories. Although secularisation theory was dominant in the mid-twentieth 
century (Clark 2012), global, institutional, and policy changes mean that there is 
less scholarly support for the idea. Bouma (2009), among others, argues that 
because the secular has given way to spirituality and a religious revival, society is 
now post-secular. Others, like Gorski et al. (2012) and Singleton (2014) identified 
a third approach which considers secularisation while also acknowledging religious 
resurgence. As examined in Chapter 1, census data on religion in Toowoomba 
indicates that several trends are happening simultaneously. The theories of 
Singleton and Gorski et al. are important for my research because they point to the 
fact that more than one change to religion is currently occurring. This approach is 
also useful for explaining why interfaith organisations develop peacebuilding 
strategies that address a range of religious issues. 
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The main theoretical framework for this thesis is Bouma’s (2004) theory 
of religious diversity management. This theory states that the decisions and 
actions made between government, organisations, and religious groups produce 
either social harmony or conflict within a religiously diverse society. The history, 
urban demography, religious institution, and social structures of a city are 
sociocultural factors that set the context for religious diversity and harmony. 
Bader (2007) argued that this approach is restricted to a top-down hierarchy and 
should instead be called governance. Halafoff’s (2016) defence of Bouma and 
Singleton’s theory emphasised a two-way, grassroots-up and top-down process. 
This cooperative communal approach provides the framework for identifying and 
examining multi-actor peacebuilding initiatives formed in response to religious 
change. It also outlines the social conditions required for interfaith organisations 
to be successful as they navigate a religiously plural society in the twenty-first 
century.    
 To date, there has not been much research on the management of religious 
diversity in Australia. Two examples are Cahill et al.’s (2004) research on 
religion, cultural diversity, and Australia’s security. However, because their scope 
was national in aim, my research will build upon this with a much needed in-
depth analysis of religious diversity and its management in a regional setting. 
Multicultural studies and the issue of religion covered a report on Muslim 
settlement in Cobram (Woodlock 2006) and provided an example of religious 
management and cultural diversity in action. Yet, there needs to be further 
research conducted on a diversity of religious and nonreligious perspectives and 
the development and implementation of religious management strategies. 
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Literature on minority religions revealed the importance of local analyses 
of religious management. Because each country deals with religious, cultural, and 
ethnic diversity differently, each case study is best approached with the 
understanding that the global is transformed at the local. Therefore, although the 
Scanlon Foundation (Markus 2014) provides data indicating that Muslims in 
Australia have been victims of racism and discrimination, when conducting 
research in a regional town such as Toowoomba the experiences of Muslims 
cannot be assumed prior to investigation. This information can however be 
utilised as a guide for forming and asking relevant questions about the current 
conditions of religious diversity and its management. 
In community studies literature, research on religion in regional and rural 
spaces at an international level has been given limited attention (see Jones & 
Heley 2014 with their study on religious change, religious participation, and post-
secularism in rural communities and urban city life in Wales). With the exception 
of Woodlock’s Social Integration of Muslim Settlers in Cobram (2006), the same 
applies to Australia. However, the research conducted in Cobram was only on one 
religion, whereas my focus is on the interaction of all religious and nonreligious 
perspectives in a community. In addition, dialogical and ecumenical tensions 
between the diversity of religious and secular perspectives in society (Vidich & 
Bensman 2000 pp. 240-243) were highlighted as an issue that needs to be taken 
seriously from perspective of religious management in a regional context. Urban 
case studies such as Day’s Faith on the Avenue (2014) and Victorian interfaith 
networks (Halafoff 2013) were also examined.  
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My study explores religious change, diversity, social inclusion and 
cohesion, and relevant management strategies within the regional context of 
Toowoomba. Informing my study design and approach are four research questions 
about the issue of religious diversity and its management. These are as follows: 
1. To identify and explain patterns of religious change in Toowoomba and 
the extent to which these local patterns reflect national and international 
trends (which has already been addressed partially in Chapter 1); 
2. To understand how emerging religious diversity is currently being 
managed by relevant organisations, groups, and individuals in 
Toowoomba;  
3. To identify those sociocultural factors which contribute to or hinder the 
successful management of religious diversity in this regional city; and 
4. Consider the implications these findings have for theories of how to 
manage diversity effectively, and the potential resolution of religious 
conflicts in a regional setting.  
In order to address the study’s research questions, my research design will 
proceed as follows: 
• first, the social context of religious organisations, groups, and 
networks will be critically analysed in order to counter the 
tendency of researching religion in isolated units within society; 
• second, this is followed by a critical understanding and 
interpretation of the complex and dynamic relationship between 
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religious diversity and the lived everyday experiences of a regional 
community; 
• third, identifying relevant religious and civic organisations, groups, 
and individuals who contribute to the role of managing religion; 
• fourth, determining the communal agency of interfaith networks in 
the management of religious diversity by revealing social 
resources, programs, and services that resolve religious conflict 
and promote multicultural harmony, plus, those who work against 
this; 
• fifth, utilising a qualitative methodology to capture the subtle and 
nuanced social processes involved in belonging to an interfaith 
network that actively implements the management of religion; and 
• last, interpreting this data to give a detailed account of religious 
diversity and its management and responses to in a regional 
context.  
In the next chapter, I discuss the projects’ methods. 
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Chapter 3  
Methods 
This chapter will outline the research strategy and interview questions for this 
project. Religious change, the management of religious diversity, and responses to 
religious conflict at the local level are a dynamic and complex process of interaction 
between organisations, groups, and individuals. Although quantitative analysis is 
required when seeking to understand religious change at the global or national level 
and across long periods of time, the lived everyday experiences of social actors 
must also be given proper consideration (McGuire 2008, p. 6). Even though 
statistical data outlines levels of religious affiliation within a community, it 
nonetheless cannot explain the impact that religious change has on “immeasurable 
notions such as culture, identity, and power” (Tomley & Hobbs 2015, p. 33). I begin 
by describing the informants for this project. Next is a discussion on the interview 
questions and how they relate to religious change, management, and responses to 
conflict. I then present a section on data collection. This includes the difference 
between qualitative and quantitative research, the use of a semi-structured interview 
technique, and sample size. Finally, I look at the analytical strategy of an ‘emic’ 
approach and how an insider’s perspective helped shape the narrative of this 
research project.   
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The Informants 
The interviewing of informants took place between April and July 2017. Table 3.1 
below shows the role, organisation, and rationale for selection of the 25 interview 
participants. The research design and questions were granted approval by the 
Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee (DUHREC). All interviews 
were conducted by the author at a venue suitable to the interview participant. For 
example, the interview with Unitarian Reverend Jed Perkins was conducted at the 
local library café. Although most interview participants gave consent to use their 
real names, some chose to remain anonymous. This was due to not wanting to be a 
spokesperson for their faith or deciding after the interview that anonymity would 
be preferable. Instead of using names, the three anonymous interview participants 
are identified by their social status. These are an anonymous member of the Society 
of Friends (Quakers), an anonymous member of the Jewish community, and an 
anonymous minister of the Uniting Church.  
I chose the interview participants based on their community standing and 
role in the management of religious diversity in Toowoomba. For example, many 
are actively working in religious or spiritual organisations and communities as 
priests, ministers, executive officers, or CEOs. However, there are also those who 
keep their beliefs private and have occupations not related to any faith. The 
nonreligious social roles in this purposive sample comprise of interfaith and 
multicultural community engagement, liaising with members of the community, 
preparing and enacting local laws, and campaigning on issues relating to secular 
public education. Despite the importance of professional roles within religious 
organisations and groups for this research, one of the research aims is to consider 
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the lived everyday realities of religious change, diversity, and management in 
Toowoomba from a variety of sociocultural perspectives.  
Table 3.1 – List of Project Participants 
NAME ROLE ORGANISATION RATIONALE FOR 
SELECTION  
1 – Jed Perkins Provide 
ministry 
leadership and 
guidance 
within a 
congregation. 
Unitarian 
Universalism 
Former Unitarian 
minister. A member 
of a Christian 
denomination that has 
a very small 
membership. 
Religious beliefs are 
socially progressive 
and differ from 
mainstream churches. 
Active in 
Toowoomba-based 
interfaith initiatives.  
2 – Anonymous 
Quaker member 
Adherent of 
Quakerism. 
The Society of 
Friends (Quaker) 
A member of a 
Christian 
denomination that has 
a very small 
membership. 
Religious beliefs are 
socially progressive 
and differ from 
mainstream churches.  
3 – Nura Behjat Managing the 
Toowoomba 
Baha’i 
community. 
Baha’i Leadership position 
as administrator in 
Baha’i community. 
Belongs to a minority 
religion that focuses 
on interfaith 
harmony. Active in 
Toowoomba-based 
interfaith initiatives.  
4 – David 
Barton 
Multicultural 
community 
engagement. 
Cultural Diversity 
Hub 
Leadership position 
as multicultural 
manager. Facilitates 
community 
engagement at 
individual, group, 
organisational, and 
community levels. 
Establishes 
community networks 
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throughout 
Toowoomba. 
5 – William 
Conwell 
Interfaith and 
multicultural 
community 
engagement. 
University of 
Southern 
Queensland 
(USQ) 
Former interfaith 
leadership position at 
USQ. Current USQ 
multicultural 
manager. Facilitates 
community 
engagement at 
individual, group, 
organisational, and 
community levels.  
6 – Anonymous 
Uniting Church 
Minister 
Provide 
ministry 
leadership and 
guidance 
within a 
congregation. 
Uniting Church Leadership position 
as minister. A 
member of a smaller 
mainstream Christian 
denomination. 
7 – David 
Janetzki 
Liaising with 
members of the 
community. 
Preparing and 
enacting local 
laws.  
Queensland 
Parliament 
Leadership position 
as Queensland 
member for 
parliament. 
Represents the 
Toowoomba South 
electorate. A member 
of the Liberal 
National Party which 
is socially 
conservative. 
Responsible for 
legislation on 
religious issues. 
8 – Evan 
Reichelt 
Interfaith 
engagement 
with university 
students. 
University of 
Southern 
Queensland 
(USQ) 
Former interfaith 
leadership position at 
USQ. Facilitates 
university student 
engagement with 
religious individuals, 
groups, and 
organisations on 
campus and within 
the community.  
9 – Shahjahan 
Khan 
Provide 
leadership 
within a 
congregation. 
Islamic Society of 
Toowoomba 
Founder and 
president of the 
Islamic Society of 
Toowoomba. Belongs 
to a minority religion 
that has a growing 
membership. Active 
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in Toowoomba-based 
interfaith initiatives. 
10 – John 
Quinlan 
Provide 
ministry 
leadership and 
guidance 
within a 
congregation. 
Catholic Church Leadership position 
as a priest. A member 
of the largest 
mainstream Christian 
denomination.   
11 – Ron 
Williams 
Campaigns on 
issues relating 
to secular 
public 
education.  
Secular Public 
Education 
Leadership position 
as managing director. 
Promotes human 
rights. Promotes and 
opposes changes to 
laws regarding 
religion in public 
education. 
12 – Wu Ping Propagates 
Pure Land 
Buddhism. 
Pure Land 
Learning College 
Association 
(Buddhist) 
A nun and member of 
a minority religion. 
Part of an interfaith 
organisation. Active 
in Toowoomba-based 
interfaith initiatives. 
13 – 
Muhammed 
Haniff Abdul 
Razak 
Interfaith and 
multicultural 
community 
engagement. 
Pure Land 
Learning College 
Association’s 
Multi-Faith 
Multicultural 
Centre 
Leadership position 
as coordinator. 
Facilitates community 
engagement at 
individual, group, 
organisational, and 
community levels. 
Establishes interfaith 
networks throughout 
Toowoomba.  
14 – Paul 
Antonio 
Liaising with 
members of the 
community. 
Preparing and 
enacting local 
laws. 
Toowoomba 
Council 
Leadership position 
as regional mayor. 
Represents the 
Toowoomba region. 
Responsible for 
funding proposals and 
legislation on 
religious issues. 
15 – Letitia 
Shelton 
Campaigns on 
issues relating 
to religion, 
women, and 
girls. 
City Women Leadership position 
as CEO. Organisation 
represents a number 
of local churches. 
Works with churches 
to help women and 
girls.  
16 – John 
Bishop 
Adherent of 
Freemasonry 
and Buddhism  
Toowoomba 
Masonic Centre 
A member of a 
religious fraternal 
organisation. Also 
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belongs to the 
minority religion of 
Buddhism.  
17 – Pritam 
Singh 
Adherent of the 
Sikh 
community 
Sikhism A member of a 
minority religion. 
Sikhism is fairly new 
to the region of 
Toowoomba.  
18 – Mark 
Copland 
Manages social 
justice issues 
for the Catholic 
Church. 
Catholic Church Leadership position 
as executive officer in 
the Catholic Church. 
Helps refugees settle 
in the Toowoomba 
region. A member of 
the largest 
mainstream Christian 
denomination. Active 
in Toowoomba-based 
interfaith initiatives. 
19 – Samuel R. 
Gilkes 
Provide 
ministry 
leadership and 
guidance 
within a 
congregation. 
The Church of 
Latter-Day Saints 
(Mormons) 
Leadership position 
as bishop for 
Toowoomba’s 
Mormon community. 
A member of a 
smaller Christian 
denomination. Active 
in community service.  
20 – Jason 
Stone 
Adherent of 
Christian 
Science. 
Christian Science A member of a 
smaller Christian 
denomination. Active 
in Toowoomba-based 
interfaith initiatives. 
21 – Jagdish 
Narayan 
Adherent of the 
Christadelphian 
community. 
Christadelphian A member of a 
smaller Christian 
denomination. Active 
in Toowoomba-based 
interfaith initiatives. 
22 – Sarwan 
Narayan 
Adherent of 
Hinduism. 
Hinduism A member of a 
minority religion. 
Active in 
Toowoomba-based 
interfaith initiatives. 
23 – 
Anonymous 
member of 
Judaism 
Adherent of 
Judaism. 
Judaism A member of a 
minority religion. The 
Jewish community of 
Toowoomba has a 
very small 
membership. They do 
not practice their 
  95 
religious beliefs 
publicly.  
24 – Mark 
Creedon 
Provides 
strategic 
direction in the 
school system. 
Darling Heights 
State School 
Leadership position 
as principal. 
Facilitates school 
engagement with 
religious individuals, 
groups and 
organisations in the 
community. 
25 – Adam 
Lowe 
Provide 
ministry 
leadership and 
guidance 
within a 
congregation. 
Anglican Church Leadership position 
as senior minister. A 
member of the second 
largest Christian 
denomination.  
Interview Questions  
The informants were asked questions that focus on religious change, the 
management of religious diversity, and responses to conflict. As can be seen in 
Appendix 1: Interview Questionnaire, these are categorised into six sections 
according to quantitative census data and the literature review from Chapters 1 and 
2. The first category is Community Relationships and outlines the participant’s role 
in society and the connections they have with the wider community. Second, 
Religious Constitution examines the religious identity of Toowoomba and 
informants’ interactions with religious and spiritual organisations, groups, and 
individuals. Third, Religious Diversity and its Management focuses on the nature 
and role of the Pure Land Learning College Association’s (PLLCA) Multi-faith 
Multicultural Centre (MMC) as a multi-actor peacebuilding network in 
Toowoomba. Fourth, Sources of Community Strain unpacks the issue of religious 
conflict by looking at racism, discrimination, and the case of the mosque arson 
attacks. Fifth, Bridging Social Divisions reveals instances of religious isolation, 
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exclusion, and resistance. Last, Any Other Comments enables the participant to add 
insights on religious change and its management in Toowoomba that were not 
covered in the preceding sections. 
Data Collection 
To begin, the differences between quantitative and qualitative research are not 
absolute and that there is “much overlap between the two, both in practice and in 
theory” (Marvasti 2004, p. 7). However, from a sociology of religion perspective, 
qualitative research differs in that there is greater potential to portray religion as 
something that is not fixed and static, but is an ever-changing landscape that “needs 
addressing in relation to social harmony and integration” (Clarke 2011, p. 8). 
Indeed, Halafoff argues that a sociology of religion framework must consider the 
dynamic nature of a context that is “constantly being refined, by multiple actors in 
increasingly culturally and religiously diverse societies, to be more inclusive over 
time” (2013, p. 20). 
Second, although it would be possible to incorporate a larger number of 
participants in a quantitative project, the advantage of qualitative research is the 
deliberate and non-random manner by which respondents are chosen (Marvasti 
2004, p. 9). The method of data gathering from respondents was qualitative 
interviewing. While the interviewer may approach this from a strictly objective 
perspective where a type of confessional setting is established, the main purpose 
of qualitative interviewing is to highlight that a conversational relationship can be 
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a “rich and indispensable source of knowledge about personal and social aspects” 
(Brinkmann 2013, p. 3).  
Third, the structure of the interview is also important as it can determine 
how issues are approached. The interviewing technique for this methodology is 
semi-structured. What is advantageous about this perspective is that it is “possible 
to provide a structure that is flexible enough for interviewees to be able to raise 
questions and concerns in their own words and from their own perspectives” 
(Brinkmann 2013, p. 19). The participants were asked questions on religious 
change, the management of religious diversity, and issues of religious conflict. 
The reason for asking these questions was to obtain first-hand accounts of the 
nature and work of multifaith and multi-actor peacebuilding networks in 
Toowoomba. 
Last is the question of how many people should be interviewed. The 
sample size of a qualitative methodology must be taken seriously, as it is not just a 
numbers game but an appreciation of “how and why people perceive, reflect, role-
take, interpret, and interact” on the issue that is being questioned (Baker & 
Edwards 2014, p. 8). Nonetheless, I settled on a number that covers not only the 
aims of the study, but also takes into consideration the time available to carry out 
such research (Mason 2010). Therefore, a medium size subject pool of 25 
interviewees was chosen, as this range offers the incentive of being able to move 
“beyond a very small number of people without imposing the hardship of endless 
data gathering” (Baker & Edwards 2014, p. 9). 
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Analytical Strategy 
Data obtained from in-depth interviews was analysed using an ‘emic’ approach. 
This framework was chosen because observations are “recorded in a rich qualitative 
form that avoids imposition of the researchers’ constructs” (Morris et al. 1999, p. 
783). The fundamental guideline of an emic approach is that the researcher be open 
to the lived experience of interview participants (McGuire 2008, p. 6). This is 
because emic accounts do not test pre-existing theories. Rather, it is a method for 
“describing thoughts and actions primarily in terms of the actors’ self-
understanding – terms that are often culturally and historically bound” (Morris et 
al. 1999, p. 782). Therefore, this study presents an explanatory theory of religious 
change, the management of religious diversity, and responses to religious conflict 
in Toowoomba by analysing the lived, everyday realities of interview participants 
(McGuire 2008, p. 6) within a regional context. 
Central to my thesis was the insider perspective. Alasuutari (1995, p. 67) 
argues that the objective is to study cultural distinctions found in the texts 
themselves in order to understand how “interviewees conceive of and construct a 
phenomenon in their speech”. It is important to note that the social role of the 
individual also determines how they perceive an issue. Because of this, although a 
perspective may not align with the external view of the social scientist, the emic 
perspective highlights shared social knowledge of an issue and its real-world 
consequences (Fetterman 2008). When social distinctions are repeatedly given in 
the studied texts of informants, the researcher can then analyse how “people – or 
texts – themselves classify and construct things” (Alasuutari 1995, p. 68).   
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Similar methods on insider perspectives and multifaith networks are found 
in the contexts of health (Devenny 2006; MacKinlay 2009; Roudsari 2011), 
education (Bråten 2013), therapy (Holmberg, Jensen, & Ulland 2017), and 
pastoral identity (Park 2017). In regard to religious change and its management, 
Halafoff (2013, pp. 3-18) emphasises how religious actors utilise interfaith and 
multi-actor networks to counter global risks such as terrorism and climate change, 
while Cahill and Leahy (2004, pp. 9-10) have researched the importance of 
constructing an interfaith network in the local area as a means of addressing 
religious diversity. The emic perspective defined by Alasuutari (1995, p. 67) – the 
analysis of texts by different authors of interviews in order to form discourses as 
structures of meaning – has also been utilised in Wong and Wong’s (2006, p. 119) 
research on the religious/spiritual coping process.   
However, an emic approach to interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding 
networks in a regional city reveals a genuine gap in the literature. By analysing 
informant texts, this study’s explanatory theory is based on the premise that local 
interfaith and multi-actor peacebuilding networks help the wider community adapt 
to religious change. Particular attention is given to the PLLCA MMC’s vision of 
making Toowoomba a Model City as this was fundamental for interview 
participants’ understanding of religious change, the management of religious 
diversity, and responses to religious conflict in Toowoomba. 
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Table 3.2 – Summary of Material and Methods 
CHAPTER MATERIAL PRESENTED METHOD OF ANALYSIS 
4 Different understandings of 
Toowoomba’s religious 
environment, Christian legacy, 
and contemporary religious 
plurality.  
Identifying and explaining 
patterns of religious change in 
Toowoomba with comparison to 
national and international trends. 
5 Religious diversity and its 
management in Toowoomba. 
Relevant organisations such as 
the Pure Land Learning 
College Association’s 
(PLLCA) Multi-Faith 
Multicultural Centre (MMC).  
Utilising Bouma’s (2004) theory 
of management and the 
sociocultural factors of a history 
of managing religious diversity, 
social-structures that promote 
inter-religious harmony, and 
religious institutions that accept 
diversity. 
6 Challenges to Toowoomba’s 
interfaith peacebuilding 
network. 
Case study approach exploring 
the sociocultural factors that 
challenge the harmony of 
religious diversity in the region. 
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7 PLLCA MMC’s strategy for 
managing religious diversity 
and establishing interfaith 
peacebuilding initiatives.   
Critical analysis of the strategy 
Everyone Matters and how this 
contributes to inter-religious 
harmony with support from 
different segments of the local 
community.  
   
Conclusion 
This chapter outlined the approach I used to discover more about religious change 
in Toowoomba, its management of religious diversity, and whether there has been 
a successful response to religious conflict. I conducted qualitative semi-structured 
interviews and additionally, explored the activities of a local multifaith network, 
the Pure Land Learning College Association’s Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre. By 
conducting this study, it is hoped that much can be learnt about how multifaith and 
multi-actor peacebuilding networks manage and resolve religious change, diversity, 
and conflict. If this is not the case, then this study will provide valuable information 
for other Australian peacebuilding networks about problems that occurred and how 
they prevented social cohesion from taking place. Furthermore, this research is 
important from a sociological perspective because micro-level analysis on religious 
change and its management in a regional city is currently overlooked in Australia. 
This research therefore aims to provide an otherwise missing piece in the sociology 
of religion literature by giving exposure to the lived everyday reality of social actors 
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as they manage religious change, diversity, and conflict via multifaith and multi-
actor peacebuilding networks. The following chapters address this study’s research 
questions (see Chapter 2). Chapter 4 is on religious change in Toowoomba; Chapter 
5 examines religious diversity and its management; Chapter 6 looks at challenges 
to the interfaith network, and Chapter 7 addresses religious peacebuilding into the 
future. 
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Chapter 4  
Garden City on the Darling Downs: Actor 
Perspectives of Religion in Toowoomba 
To start, this chapter will look at the historical context of the city and the 
surrounding region of the Darling Downs. Toowoomba is a large regional city (by 
Australian standards) located 127km west of Brisbane, the state capital of 
Queensland. The region of Toowoomba covers 13,000 square kilometres and 
includes Toowoomba City and surrounding suburbs, exurbs, and villages. With the 
third most diverse economy in Australia, the region of Toowoomba has been the 
commercial and economic service hub for South-West Queensland and northern 
New South Wales (Toowoomba and Surat Basin Enterprise 2019). However, this 
has not always been the case. As explored in the next section, the history of 
Toowoomba begins on the land of Indigenous owners. 
 
Figure 4.1 – Aerial View of Toowoomba City (Madsen 2019) 
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History of Toowoomba and the Darling Downs 
As Queensland’s largest inland city and capital of the Darling Downs region, 
Toowoomba “occupies a commanding position atop the western slopes of the Great 
Dividing Range, 700 metres above sea level” (Queensland Places 2019). Before 
white settlement in 1827, the Darling Downs was originally known as “upland 
area”. This area was inhabited for at least 40,000 years by the Indigenous peoples 
of the Jagera, Giabal, and Jarowair nations (Toowoomba Region 2019f). The area 
of Toowoomba was the land of the Giabal tribe. They were also known as 
Gomaingguru which translates to “men of the Condamine” (South Australia 
Museum 2019). It is worth mentioning an important Indigenous tradition in the 
Darling Downs called the Bunya Nut Festival. Held by the Jarowair people, this 
festival attracted tribes from “all parts of the Darling Downs” and was seen as an 
important time for conducting “initiation ceremonies and corroborees (ceremonies 
in which there is traditional dancing and singing)” (Toowoomba Region 2019f).  
The first wave of European settlement arrived after Allan Cunningham 
arrived in the Darling Downs in 1827 (Toowoomba Region 2019a). By the 1840s, 
the Darling Downs largely consisted of pastoral areas (Queensland places 2019). 
It was during this period that Thomas Alford settled in the marshlands north-east 
of Drayton and established the township of Toowoomba. Alford named the area 
Toowoomba “based on the Aboriginal expression describing the swamp or a small 
native melon (not endemic to the area)” (Queensland Places 2019). It should be 
noted that the name of the city and its connection to Indigenous language has been 
unverified in both instances. 
  105 
White settlement proved disastrous for the Indigenous peoples of the area 
with “diseases like smallpox, influenza and measles” killing off large numbers of 
the population (Toowoomba Region 2019f). The population was further reduced 
with frontier violence in the early 1840s. In the Toowoomba region, the “most 
famous and serious of conflicts was the Battle of One-Tree Hill which took place 
on what is now known as Table Top Mountain” (Toowoomba Region 2019f). The 
conflict occurred on September 12, 1843, and was a result of European settlers not 
respecting the sacred natural sites of the Indigenous population. In the altercation, 
an elder called Multuggera from the Jagera tribe was killed and “today there is a 
plaque in Duggan Park honouring him” (Toowoomba Region 2019f). 
 
Figure 4.2 – View of Table Top Mountain from Toowoomba (Toowoomba 
Region 2019h) 
 During the 1850s, urban settlement occurred in Toowoomba with 
the city officially recognised as a municipality in 1860 (Queensland Places 2019). 
Farming boomed from this time. The importance of farmers and farming in the 
region saw the local council become preoccupied with horticulture and in 1865, 
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they took control of the 26 hectare Queens Park which was formerly a Crown 
Reserve (Queensland Places 2019). Toowoomba’s reputation as the ‘Garden City’ 
began with this park and at the time was “8 ha larger than Brisbane’s Botanic 
Gardens” (Queensland Places). Indeed, the numerous parks, gardens, and animal 
habitats that have since been established are a source of tourism for the region 
(Southern Queensland Country 2019). 
 From the 1860s to 1900s, the township of Toowoomba achieved 
milestones with the first mayor in William Henry Groom elected in 1861, a new 
rail connection to Ipswich created in 1875, and the establishment of local such 
services such as the court house, general hospital, and post office, and businesses 
such as the Royal Bull’s Head Inn, and Gas and Coke company (Toowoomba 
region 2019e). However, it was not until the second town hall was built in 1900 
that Toowoomba officially became a city. An increase of population to 40,000 
people by 1949 and larger tourism numbers made the city become “known both as 
the ‘Gateway to’ and ‘Queen City of’ of the Darling Downs” (Queensland Places 
2019). The population doubled to 80,000 by the end of the twentieth century 
(Queensland Places 2019) and in 2008, Toowoomba City amalgamated with eight 
surrounding councils to become the region of Toowoomba (Toowoomba Region 
2019b). As of 2018, data (Toowoomba Regional Council 2019a) indicates that the 
region has 167,657 people making it the largest inland city in Queensland and the 
second largest inland city in Australia after the national capital, Canberra. 
  107 
Social Features of the Toowoomba Region 
Toowoomba has recently seen unprecedented levels of immigration, economic 
development, and tourism. These social changes have started to shift Toowoomba 
from a regional centre into a highly urbanised city. This section looks at this 
process. 
Demographic Composition of Toowoomba 
The median age of citizens in Toowoomba is 38, which is older than the medium 
for others parts of regional Queensland at (37), but younger than the rest of 
Queensland at 39. These differences are not large. Toowoomba has a higher 
proportion of people who identify as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
population at (4% cf. the national level of 2.8%). However, this is still lower than 
regional Queensland which is at 5.4% (Toowoomba Regional Council 2019a). As 
mentioned in Chapter 1, the proportion of residents born overseas has increased in 
the past couple of decades, with notable increases in. migrants from Southern and 
Central Asia (up by 128% to 1,892 from 2011 to 2016), North Africa and the Middle 
East (up by 23%), and from Sub-Sahara Africa (up by 14%) (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics data).  
The percentage of couples with children is at 27%, which is lower than the 
national average of 30%. This is despite the fact that the city placed third in a 
nation-wide Family Friendly City Report (Suncorp Bank 2014). Medium and 
high-density housing in Toowoomba is at 17%, less than Queensland (24%) and 
Australia as a whole (30%). This reflects the regional status of a city that has only 
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recently become moderately urbanised. Voting in Toowoomba is overwhelmingly 
conservative. Past election results from 1984-2016 reveal that the electorate of 
Groom, which covers the Darling Downs and Toowoomba City, has elected only 
representatives of the conservative Liberal, National, and Liberal National parties 
(Green 2019). On a two-party preferred percentage at elections from 1983-2016, 
the electorate of Groom choosing the Labour Party is consistently at least ten 
percentage points lower than the rest of Queensland. 
Sport and Recreation 
One of the main ways that people spend their leisure time in Toowoomba is via 
sport and fitness. A number of sports centres and clubs are found throughout the 
Toowoomba region. The Clive Berghofer Recreation Centre at the University of 
Southern Queensland campus is the main sports facility and hosts a number of 
sporting events throughout the year. There is a strong cycling scene in Toowoomba 
with the Toowoomba Criterium Track facility catering to “elite state and national 
competition and training” and the Rotary Ride the Range event “on the competitive 
cycling calendar with its challenging 112km course drawing national attention” 
(Live Toowoomba 2019). Theatres and galleries are also popular forms of 
entertainment. The Empire Theatre is the largest regional theatre in Australia and 
hosts a variety of performances while the Cobb+Co Museum showcases 
Toowoomba’s natural and cultural history and offers visitors interactive displays, 
exhibits such as the National Carriage Collection, and heritage trade workshops 
(Toowoomba Region 2019c). 
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Figure 4.3 – Empire Theatre (Queensland Symphony Orchestra 2019) 
Garden City Tourism 
Toowoomba’s reputation as the ‘Garden City’ is based on the numerous parks and 
gardens throughout the region. At key times during the year, a team of staff from 
the local council plant over 150,000 seeds, bulbs, and seedlings in Toowoomba’s 
city parks and around the Central Business District (CBD) (Toowoomba Carnival 
of Flowers 2019). The most well-known is Queens Park and as mentioned above, 
the park was taken over by the council of Toowoomba in 1865. Since then, the park 
has been upgraded to include a Botanic Gardens which has a memorial to Alfred 
Thomas, the European credited with “discovering” Toowoomba (Toowoomba 
Region 2019d). Queens Park is also the scene for the annual Carnival of Flowers. 
Billed as “the longest-running event of its kind in Australia” (Toowoomba Carnival 
of Flowers 2019), the carnival runs for ten days and is the biggest source of tourism 
with 255,639 attendees recorded last year. The events include a floral parade, wine 
and food festival, and live entertainment. During the carnival there is also the 
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Chronicle Garden Competition. Past winners of this competition are also a source 
of tourism with dedicated tours showcasing various gardens around Toowoomba.   
 
 
Figure 4.4 – Botanic Gardens in Queens Park (Toowoomba Region 2019d) 
Economic Development 
Following the history of expansion for the Toowoomba area, mayor Paul Antonio 
has stated that “the infrastructure injection we are seeing is changing the face of our 
region” (The Chronicle 2016). According to Toowoomba’s economic profile 
(Toowoomba Regional Council 2019b), from 2002-2018, the Gross Regional 
Product has nearly doubled. The data indicates that Toowoomba is currently in an 
economic boom and is most evident in the growth of industries and the development 
and building of infrastructure throughout the region.  
One of the main industries in Toowoomba is the Health and Wellbeing 
industry. Due to its status as the largest centre in the Darling Downs region, health 
care and social assistance accounts for 14.5% of jobs in the region, higher than the 
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state average at 12.2% (Toowoomba Region 2019g). Another important industry 
is agriculture which accounts for nearly 10% of Gross Regional Product 
(Toowoomba Region 2019). The high level of value from this industry is based on 
Toowoomba’s establishment and growth as a township that consisted primarily of 
farmland.  
A third and final industry is transport and logistics. This industry has 
added the most value (57%) to the region and illustrates that Toowoomba is the 
road, rail, and air hub of the Darling Downs. The development and building of 
infrastructure to support this industry is also a reflection of the importance of this 
industry for the region. These include the $1.6 billion Toowoomba Second Range 
Crossing, the $200 million Toowoomba Wellcamp Airport, and the Inland Rail 
Project. These projects are also an indication that the region is experiencing high 
levels of investment. 
 
 
Figure 4.5 – Toowoomba Second Range Crossing 
 (Queensland Government 2019) 
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A Personal Experience of Toowoomba 
The purpose of this section is to present my experience as a long-time Toowoomba 
resident and how I became interested in the topic of religious change and diversity 
in the region. I have lived in Toowoomba for 29 years and experience Toowoomba 
as a small regional city, a gateway between rural and regional Queensland to the 
west and highly urbanised coastal cities (Brisbane; Gold Coast) to the east. This has 
long been the appeal of Toowoomba. It has the facilities of a small urban city with 
the slow-pace feel of a regional town. However, within the last ten years, this pace 
feels like it has quickened. Immigration has dramatically increased the population 
and significantly varied the culture of Toowoomba. In particular, I have noticed that 
a new food culture with trendy cafes, craft beer start-ups and a range of restaurants 
offering international cuisine, all of which has created a vibrant atmosphere that is 
common in larger highly urbanised cities. 
The religious scene has also changed. Growing up it seemed that 
Christianity in its traditional forms of Catholicism and Anglicanism was the only 
religious activity. Now there are a number of cultural events throughout the year 
that showcase a variety of religions. Before starting this research, I already had an 
interest in local religion and participated in the activities of a number of different 
faiths. Among these were attending lectures by the Toowoomba Theosophical 
Society, joining a Quaker worship meeting, and inviting different religious, 
spiritual, and nonreligious people to my home to discuss religion, philosophy, and 
life in general. Throughout my interactions I had a profound interest in the local 
religious environment. Shortly after starting my thesis, the mosque arson attacks 
occurred. I decided to investigate this and began asking questions. Why would 
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this occur in a regional city and what has the response been from the community? 
It is from this starting point that I began my thesis as I sought explanations for 
religious change, religious diversity and its management, and responses to 
religious conflict in the Toowoomba region. I thought the best approach was to 
interview people who could provide information on these issues in order to make 
sense of religion in Toowoomba. The findings of this process are examined in the 
next section.   
Introducing the Interview Participants 
For many social actors in Toowoomba, religion is an integral part of daily life. 
Whether this is the Quaker meeting where the anonymous Quaker member who is 
part of this project and others sit in silence until someone is moved by the Spirit 
and speaks to the group, Cultural Diversity Hub Team Manager David Barton who 
responds to religious conflict by reaching out to community leaders to make a plan 
and address the situation, or Buddhist Pure Land member Venerable Wu Ping as 
she helps create events such as the weekly Friendship Dinner for people from all 
faiths to gather together and share ideas, Toowoomba is a region that has recently 
witnessed dramatic changes to its religious environment.  
This chapter introduces actor perspectives on these changes. These 
individuals represent the diversity of the religious, spiritual, and nonreligious 
perspectives currently found in Toowoomba. Although not all individuals are 
religiously affiliated, the majority adhere to a faith. The diversity includes first, a 
plurality of Christian traditions and denominations such as Catholic, Anglican, 
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Lutheran, Unitarian, Quaker, Mormon, Christian Science, and Christadelphian. 
Second, the presence of other world religions, such as Buddhism, Islam, Baha’i 
and Sikhism, adds nuance to this research by enabling an analysis of the 
developing religious environment of Toowoomba as a multifaith and multicultural 
city. Third, the increasing presence of a nonreligious community is represented by 
citizens who do not hold religious or spiritual beliefs yet interact with religious, 
spiritual, and cultural organisations, groups, and individuals on a regular basis. 
While many of the interview participants are actively working in religious 
or spiritual organisations and communities, for example as priests, ministers, 
executive officers, or CEOs, there are also those who keep their beliefs private 
and have occupations not related to any faith. The nonreligious social roles in this 
representative sample comprise of regional mayor, member of parliament, social 
worker, interpreter, manager, coordinator, professor, self-employed, school 
teacher, school principal, engineer, accountant, personal carer, and retired. 
Notwithstanding the importance of professional roles within religious 
organisations and institutions for this research, one of the research aims is to 
consider the lived everyday realities (McGuire 2008, p. 6) of religious change in 
Toowoomba from a variety of sociocultural perspectives. 
This chapter is categorised according to several interrelated themes. First 
is the religious environment of Toowoomba. This section explores participants’ 
understanding of Toowoomba as a religious city or non-religious city. The data 
revealed that differences between public religious expression and private belief 
shape the perception of Toowoomba’s religious environment. Next is the section 
on Christian churches and their role in religious diversity. Ecumenical networks 
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that are highly organised and have members who volunteer for social work is the 
main feature of Christianity in Toowoomba. This is further explored with the idea 
that helping others is at the heart of Christian faith. Other responses emphasised 
the Christian history of the city and its influence on the current religious 
environment. On the other hand, post-Christian and nonreligious terms are also 
presented as alternatives to Toowoomba being religious. 
The third section is on the plurality of religions in Toowoomba. Although 
many religions, spiritualities, and secular worldviews are present in Toowoomba, 
some respondents believe that the city should not be called multifaith. Examples 
of this are the limited social influence of world religions and how the term 
‘multifaith’ shouldn’t replace ‘religion’. The multifaith network is nonetheless 
identified by other respondents as having strong social support. Last is the reality 
of diverse religions and cultures. Immigration is viewed as the main reason that 
Toowoomba is now multifaith and multicultural. The resulting changes have 
brought the global into the local and are considered to be maturing the city for the 
better. As religion increases in the number of religious groups, religions 
represented, and range of difference between these groups (Bouma 2009, p. 52), 
the strategies used to manage this diversity become increasingly important for 
social cohesion. This study examines the strategic decisions and actions entered 
into by religious groups, public and private organisations, and government in the 
regional context of Toowoomba. In the process, it reveals the type of interfaith 
model used in response to religious change, how it has been implemented among 
a diversity of religions, and whether it has been successful in producing social 
harmony and reducing religious conflict. 
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The Religious Environment 
When developing a sociological narrative of 25 interview participant responses on 
the issue of religious change and its management in Toowoomba, the best place to 
start is arguably with the city itself. Therefore, I asked respondents three questions 
relating to the religious environment of Toowoomba. Firstly, did they consider 
Toowoomba to be a religious city? Second, should Toowoomba be considered a 
Christian city? And third, did they think the term multifaith effectively describes 
Toowoomba, making it a ‘post-Christian’ city?  
These questions prompted each interview participant to express different 
viewpoints and comments as to whether religious, spiritual, or nonreligious labels 
adequately described the regional city that they lived in. While all interview 
participants viewed Toowoomba as having religious elements, the terminology 
used to describe the region was mixed. Whether Christian, multifaith, or a secular 
version such as Garden City, the labels used by interview participants were not as 
important as recognising that many religions had become established, people in 
general were not attending religious services, and that a small group of religious 
organisations, groups, and individuals were part of an interfaith network operating 
in the region. 
When respondents were asked if they thought that Toowoomba was a 
religious city, there was a range of opinions. The first noticeable pattern that 
emerged was a group of respondents who stated that Toowoomba is indeed a 
religious city. However, a second group of respondents questioned the 
applicability of the term religious. For example, Letitia Shelton, CEO of City 
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Women Toowoomba, a Christian-based organisation that aims to make 
Toowoomba a better place for women and girls, deconstructed the question by 
stating: 
I think our definitions of religious is probably different. If you are 
meaning a city that believes in God or just full of different religions. 
There’s certainly a great, strong church base and that’s primarily 
the world that I have grown up in. Where churches actually work 
together. They love each other. I’ve travelled to a lot of other cities 
in Australia and the world and I’ve never seen the strength of 
church community that we have in Toowoomba. 
Shelton’s response makes it clear that to describe Toowoomba as religious 
can mean either Christian homogeneity or a plurality of religions. Although 
Shelton perceives Christianity to be associated with being religious, her 
distinction is at the heart of religious change in Toowoomba, as it highlights how 
the Christian past of the city has changed to the contemporary fact and experience 
of a diversity of religions. 
The second pattern of responses interprets religion in Toowoomba to be 
understood as referring to a plurality of religions. This is the opposite approach to 
Shelton’s. Instead of Christianity being seen as the primary means through which 
religion and religious change are socially understood, placing a diversity of 
religions first is considered to be the most appropriate response. An example of 
this is the response of Mark Copland, executive officer for the Catholic Diocese of 
Toowoomba’s Social Justice Commission: 
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That’s a tricky one. I think it’s a plural city. It’s a city that probably 
has more denominations or more following of faith than some other 
communities. But I wouldn’t necessarily call it religious. 
By stating that Toowoomba is not necessarily religious, Copland also 
highlights the secular context as the third pattern identified in participant 
responses. As analysed in Chapter 1, alongside the decline of most Christian 
traditions and denominations and a notable yet limited increase of other world 
religions, the percentage of the population identifying as nonreligious has 
continuously grown. Because this trend has impacted the public presence of 
religious expression in Toowoomba – for example, the percentage of adherents 
that attend church every Sunday – this had led some respondents to interpret 
Toowoomba as not being very religious. A member of the Quaker community of 
Toowoomba identified this when they stated: 
Not particularly. I think just statistically, it depends on the term 
religion if that means people who actually attend some kind of 
regular church based, faith-based meeting. I don’t think that there 
is a high percentage. I think that there are some strong networks 
within Toowoomba which come in and out of the news.  
It should be noted here that the term religion has again been separated into 
public and private social spheres. 
A fourth and final pattern is the difference between personal belief and 
public practice. In this case, religious belief may be talked about and represented 
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in census data, yet the traditional public role of attending church is no longer 
considered important. Team Manager of the Cultural Diversity Hub at Mercy 
Community Services David Barton expressed this view: 
Well, I would have to separate people’s belief systems from their 
religious practice as a public aspect. I would say, in a way it is. It’s 
a few percentage points more than metropolitan areas in terms of 
religious affiliation. I’ve got down here 67% Christian, 19% no 
religion and, 2% non-Christian. But it doesn’t mean that 
everybody’s in church. In the Pentecostal churches, they are pretty 
well attended. I think it’s publicly accepted that it’s (Toowoomba) 
a churchy sort of place. It doesn’t necessarily mean that churches 
are well attended. There’s a lot of morality chit-chat going on. 
Barton adds a further nuance by explaining that Pentecostal churches are 
among the few remaining places well attended in Toowoomba. This has had 
serious implications for Christian traditions and denominations that are not well 
attended, leading to concern from individuals actively working in a religious 
organisation or institution concern about the society that they live in. Catholic 
priest John Quinlan, who is a resident at Our Lady of Lourdes Parish, made 
similar remarks to Barton by expressing how 90% of people do not attend public 
religious services. Quinlan provides a personal account of religious change in 
Toowoomba when he talks about the decline of the Catholic community: 
Well, I think of Australia is, in the last 40 or 50 years, has become 
a pluralist society. There’s an old saying which is that, “religion 
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never flourishes in affluent times.” Particularly with the young 
people. I don’t mean that they are not concerned about the poor or 
social justice. But, as far as being part of a church community, not 
their cup of tea at all. And, I would think that probably, perhaps 
10% of those who nominate as belonging to a particular faith would 
be people who never darken the doors of the church except perhaps 
Christmas or Easter. I’m not saying that they should. It concerns 
me a bit that that group, people in general, say 90%, don’t want to 
be part of a parish of a diocese in the community. The problem with 
that is that it is that organisation that they don’t want to be a part of 
that which gives them the basis for other things they want to do. 
While Toowoomba does retain a network of Christian churches and 
organisations according to Shelton, for some interview respondents, there has 
been a noticeably lower attendance of religious services. Quinlan stated that the 
youth of Toowoomba are not interested in the social or public aspect of religion. 
This supports census data on younger generations who are increasingly 
identifying with no religion at all. Furthermore, Barton and Quinlan observed that 
there is a difference between Christians who say they are religious and those who 
attend religious services. Private religious beliefs are therefore more important 
than public religious expression, which highlights the diminishing role of religion 
as a social authority in Toowoomba. The overall tenor of informants’ comments 
reflects the fact that Toowoomba is largely viewed as a regressing or lapsing 
Christian city, and additionally, a place of religious pluralism. This indicates that 
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there is a close alignment between people’s perceptions and the realities of social 
change.  
Christian Legacy? 
At a national level, most Christian traditions and denominations have experienced 
a decline as a proportion of the population, and in some cases, in overall numbers. 
What effect has this had on the religious environment of Toowoomba and how have 
interview participants interpreted and understood this process? The main pattern 
that emerged was a general consensus that Toowoomba is indeed a legacy Christian 
city, and that this largely persists in the public imaginary, even as there is decline 
in attendance and affiliation.  
However, actors had different explanations for this. The main reason 
according to Toowoomba Regional mayor Paul Antonio is: “I think that basically 
many of our principles are based on Christian. Many of the outcomes are looking 
for those Christian outcomes.” Later in the interview, Antonio explains what 
Christian principles are: 
Well, principally, there’s a lot of very positive things coming out 
of the Christian communities, very understanding. Whether it be 
the Catholic Church, whether it be the Anglican Church, or whether 
it be any of the Christian religions, I’m pretty proud of how they’ve 
done what they’ve done. 
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Yes, I think there is some amazing work being done, particularly 
by some of the Christian churches, where they are integrating 
people through sport and through music and through entertainment 
generally and through education. And I think that whilst many of 
our recent arrivals may find it a little bit difficult for a while, I think 
given time, particularly in a generation or two, I think there will be 
far better understanding. What I would say is that we in Australia, 
and particularly in Toowoomba, have a very good culture, and I 
think some of these people will pick up our culture and find out that 
it is superior to anything else they’ve ever seen. 
For Antonio, Toowoomba is a Christian city where helping others via 
charity, particularly for immigrants from a diversity of religious, cultural, and 
ethnic backgrounds, is actively encouraged. It should be noted here that Australia 
recently endured the politicisation of ‘Christian values’, especially under the John 
Howard government (1996-2007). Post-9/11, Howard continually referenced a 
socially conservative form of Christianity that was often “linked to arguments that 
Anglo and Western values were under attack” (Smith & Marden 2012, p. 37). The 
region of Toowoomba has historically reflected this social position with 
conservative and strong religious convictions.  
Although Barton questions how Christians are publicly committing to their 
religion by going to church, in regards to the Christian social movements that 
effect positive social change, he has the following to say: 
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This connection between religion and social support is really 
important. The government and non-government organisations 
can’t provide all the necessary effort into providing social support 
for people from different religious backgrounds. Religion does play 
a very active part here in Toowoomba. If you asked me as a person 
who doesn’t practice religion, I see it in terms of people going to 
meet people, people setting up events, languages classes, transport 
services for mothers, food and hygiene workshops, providing space 
for music and drama. A lot of it is not necessarily religious practice. 
I see it as social support. Toowoomba relies a lot upon that from all 
the churches. A lot of these events for people are in church 
facilities, not government facilities. 
The Christian principles that Antonio identifies have been grounded here 
by Barton as economic and social support for citizens who come from a range of 
religions and cultural backgrounds. This includes people who no longer attend 
church yet continue to engage in acts of altruism that reflect a religious legacy. 
Subsequently, the strength of the networked church community that Shelton and 
the member of the Toowoomba Quaker community talk about becomes relevant. 
An example of a church network reaching out and embedding positive 
social change in Toowoomba is the Anglican community. Adam Lowe, who is the 
senior minister at St Bart’s Anglican Church, talks about his interactions with the 
Toowoomba community: 
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The first way would be just through contact with our own people 
who are obviously embedded all throughout the community in 
various different ways: in public and private work; in retirement 
villages and nursing homes. We have a very high percentage of 
people, probably 40-60% of people, who are involved in 
community organisations themselves. So, there is embeddedness 
through that. I also get involved with other different community 
connections, be they ministry associations and things like that in 
the community. There are also aspects like schools, being involved 
with different schools in the community as well. 
Based on first-hand perspectives, Christian principles are clearly thought 
to be operating in Toowoomba. However, what is the personal motivation for this 
to happen in the first place? Why it is important for Christian organisations, 
communities, groups, and individuals to form social networks and provide social 
support for others, particularly non-Christians? A mainline Protestant minister 
offers a theological explanation for the presence of strong Christian networks and 
charity work in Toowoomba: 
I guess for me it’s a faith thing. So, coming back to what I said just 
before, it’s about the core of Christian faith. There’s stuff about 
salvation and about becoming whole which is to do with God’s love 
for us. But that’s meant to work out in terms of our love for God 
and our love for our neighbours in terms of the way we interact with 
the community. And our neighbour is everyone. So, when Jesus 
was asked, “who is my neighbour”, he answers the question by 
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telling the story of the Good Samaritan. It’s the story of a person of 
another culture and another faith who helps a Jewish person. They 
were people who were traditionally at loggerheads.  
That’s kind of the ecumenical stuff within the Christian churches, 
that love of neighbour extends to outside to all people really. The 
Christian worldview says that it in fact in some ways should extend 
to all of creation. It’s about the Kingdom of God, the beginning of 
a new creation and all of that sort of imagery of renewal and of 
healing. That’s part of that ministry. It comes from the strong 
Christian sense of ideally everyone should be reconciled together. 
In this instance, theology as social interpretation and analysis is utilised as 
a framework for understanding the fact and experience of religious change in 
Toowoomba. Another approach of interview participants is to prioritise the 
historical aspects of the region. In this instance, Christian beliefs and values are 
important to acknowledge as they helped shape the nature of Toowoomba society 
as it is today. An example of this approach is David Janetzki, local member of the 
Queensland Parliament for Toowoomba South, who stated: 
I think the very nature of our geography and our foundation as a 
place where first British settlers, when they discovered the Darling 
Downs and the waves of immigration that followed, most of those, 
whether they be Irish Roman Catholic or German Lutherans or 
whatever they might be, English Anglicans, Church of England, 
they brought with them their faith. Absolutely the basis of 
  126 
Toowoomba and the Darling Downs is Christian. However, today 
I would say that it is a multifaith region but, certainly, its foundation 
is of the Christian faith. 
Similarly, a member of the Christian Science Church, Jason Stone, stated that: 
I think people here have good values and they have very strong 
religious traditions here. I think there’s a good basis to the 
community ethos here. Toowoomba used to be, I guess you could 
regard as a very Christian city. There were a lot of traditional 
Anglican, Catholic and evangelical Christian traditions here. I think 
they still exist but, I think there is a healthy diversity these days I 
think with the Muslim faith community and the Buddhists. There 
is a whole range of different faith communities which have grown 
at the same time as some the more established. And, traditional 
Christian communities have diversified as well. I think 
Toowoomba is a religious city but, it’s better balanced than just 
traditional Christianity. 
It is clear that the Christian origins of the Toowoomba region are still 
relevant for some respondents and therefore cannot be ignored. However, as has 
been acknowledged in Stone’s response, the presence of other religions has forced 
a change in thinking that has influenced the extent to which Toowoomba is seen 
as a Christian city. No longer can notions of Christian exclusivity or 
exceptionalism be taken for granted when the emergence of other world religions 
in the form of Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, and Baha’i, and also 
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nonreligious declarations, make up the religious environment of Toowoomba. 
This is also known as post-Christian and is best expressed by Lowe: 
No. I guess that’s a sort of, no more than I would consider Australia 
to be a Christian country. I mean, I think in terms of Christianity, 
clearly Australia and Toowoomba have been enormously shaped 
by Christianity in various ways. But I wouldn’t say we are 
predominantly Christian. Maybe by religious affiliation at some 
level. But I think the age of Christendom is over. 
It is not just the presence of other world religions in Toowoomba that give 
an indication of post-Christianity. The nonreligious organisations, groups, and 
individuals have also made an impact on the religious environment. This does not 
necessarily mean that everybody in this group is therefore atheist. Rather, it may 
be the case that some people simply are not interested in the religious or spiritual. 
Mark Creedon, Darling Heights State School principal, takes this approach: 
I think there’s elements. To answer your question, there are 
elements of Christianity. There are elements of other religions in 
Toowoomba, but I think as a societal perspective it’s not, there’s 
not 90% of people going to church on a Sunday or attending a 
mosque or going to prayer groups. I would think there would be a 
very, typical of Australian society, there wouldn’t be a huge 
number that would carry religious values. They might follow them 
in some ways. But they are certainly not practising them. 
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A final approach to the question of Toowoomba being a Christian city is to 
simply not use any label with religious or spiritual connotations. This was the case 
with Shahjahan Khan, president of the Islamic Society of Toowoomba and 
professor at the University of Southern Queensland (USQ), when he stated that: 
I don’t know if this city has been identified in that way. The Garden 
City, I think I’m more comfortable with that than attaching any 
particular faith to the name. But, in terms of the population, a 
majority of people are Christian, there is no doubt about it. 
As I said, it’s the Garden City of Australia which probably reflects 
it better. What Toowoomba stands for. In recent times, 
Toowoomba is trying to get UNESCO recognition as the Model 
City. And that requires the commission of UNESCO which is 
probably interested to see more inclusiveness and diversity as well. 
Khan identifies Toowoomba to be the Garden City of Australia and 
elevates a community celebration of diverse public parks and exhibition gardens 
above the idea that one faith is seen as a label for the region. By moving beyond 
what faith label to attach to the city, Khan opens up space for observation from a 
fresh perspective and allow for new interpretations of what is currently happening 
at the lived everyday level for social actors (McGuire 2008, p. 6). For example, 
Khan’s reference to a model of peace and harmony highlights the local Pure Land 
Learning College Association’s (PLLCA) religious management strategy for a 
city that has a thriving multifaith and multicultural environment. The official 
booklet of this Buddhist organisation, Building a Model City in Toowoomba, 
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illustrates that because Toowoomba is home to residents from 80 different 
ethnicities and cultures, the term Garden City is appropriate in that the region “is 
able to express its beauty in a multicultural setting just like a magnificent flower 
garden in which hundreds of different flowers blossom for the visitors to behold” 
(PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 3). 
Indeed, when asked about whether Toowoomba was a Christian city, 
Muhammed Haniff Abdul Razak, from the PLLCA Multi-Faith Multicultural 
Centre (MMC), responded by saying: 
That was my first impression when I came here. This is what I was 
told. That, hey, this is very conservative. Yet, I think it was, but, 
certainly not now. Why I say that is because, initially I think there 
was a lot of reservation like, okay. We are not comfortable to talk 
about religion. You are a friend. But, as far as religion is concerned, 
you cannot be part of us at the moment. Well, I understand. 
Anybody can sometimes be uncomfortable. So that’s, I think, in the 
past. But I think if you look at the future, it’s a bright future here. 
It’s a great potential here where religion can come together for a 
common cause. Where religious representatives can do a lot more 
to inject social harmony, to inject peace and harmony, to inject 
humanity across the board. 
Antonio, Barton, and Lowe indicate that the Christian past of Toowoomba 
continues to maintain relevance via an ecumenical network of Christian churches 
that provide social support. This public expression of Christianity is an acceptable 
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form of social participation in an increasingly pluralistic and secular city. 
Moreover, this also highlights the private versus public aspects of religion. As 
indicated in the previous section, Barton stated that 90% of people in Toowoomba 
do not attend public religious services. However, because religious-based social 
work is an integral part of Christianity in Toowoomba, participation in social 
work may be more spiritually rewarding. This is particularly the case when the 
mainline Protestant minister stated that social work is at the heart of the Christian 
faith. 
For Janetzki, Stone, Creedon, and Razak, religious changes in both the 
public and private spheres have created a multifaith and multicultural 
environment. Razak stated that Toowoomba’s history as a Christian city has now 
given way to a plurality of faiths and cultures. Razak interprets the multifaith and 
multicultural changes within Toowoomba as being full of potential for all citizens. 
This is evidenced by the multifaith network that he is involved with, the Pure 
Land Learning College Association’s Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre, which 
actively seeks out religious differences in order to unite and harmonise them. This 
institution is also seen as an acceptable form of public religious expression due to 
its inclusive and diverse nature. A secular perspective was provided by Khan who 
viewed Toowoomba as neither Christian nor multifaith. Khan preferred the term 
Garden City while also supporting the Pure Land model of peace and harmony. 
Therefore, while the religious environment of Toowoomba retains its Christian 
past with an ecumenical network of churches, it is increasingly seen as multifaith 
due to the growth of world religions, the establishment of multifaith networks, and 
the public expression of religious unity through diversity as found in the Pure 
Land model of peace and harmony. 
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The Case for Plurality 
This section looks at the significance of religious plurality in Toowoomba. With 
census data indicating that Christianity is continuing to decrease in terms of total 
percentage of the population and world religions such as Islam, Buddhism, and 
Hinduism are increasing due to immigration, multifaith is becoming the preferred 
label to describe this region. When asked, interview respondents provided many 
interpretations of the term ‘multifaith’. A number of respondents approached this 
issue with the notion that since Toowoomba is predominantly Christian, the term 
multifaith is not applicable. An anonymous member of the Toowoomba Jewish 
community followed this line of reasoning: 
I can’t see that at any time in the foreseeable future. It’s 
predominantly Christian and I’m sure that the people who live and 
settle here are expected to continue that sort of culture as long as 
we can see. 
Later in the interview, when asked whether Toowoomba had experienced 
changes to its religious environment and whether they thought that Toowoomba 
had a diversity of religions, the member of the Jewish community did not perceive 
this to be the case in either instance: 
Not noticeably to me. We don’t engage with other religions and we 
practice our own in our own private way. So, in that sense I don’t 
see any difference over time. I suggest that there are probably 
people of new faiths moving in to town. But we don’t interact with 
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them and they don’t interact with us. So, clearly, Toowoomba is 
becoming a bit more multifaith, multicultural. But that doesn’t 
impact on anything we do day to day. 
In a small sense, yes. In a macro sense, no. It’s pretty 
homogenously Christian and largely Anglican, Catholic, and 
Lutheran. But I’m sure there are people, as we have migrants and 
other people who move into town, I’m sure there is all sorts of other 
religions but they don’t make a big song and dance of it. Perhaps 
other than the people responsible for building the mosque. Other 
than that, there is the Buddhist community that gets a bit of 
publicity but, they don’t seem to cause much of an issue for anyone 
that I am aware of. 
Because the Jewish community in Toowoomba is small and does not have 
a strong public presence, keeping to themselves ensures that their beliefs and 
practices remain private. In addition, by not publicly engaging with other 
religions, the Jewish community are not as concerned about joining interfaith 
initiatives regarding the coexistence of a plurality of religious and spiritual 
traditions and denominations. Although the member of the Jewish community did 
acknowledge that a diversity of faiths and multifaith networks were present in 
Toowoomba, they nonetheless did not consider the ongoing religious changes 
significant enough to warrant questioning the Christian values of the region. 
For other participants, the act of replacing any religious tradition with the 
term ‘multifaith’ is a mistake. This is due to the term potentially being interpreted 
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as a homogenising type of interfaith process wherein all faiths are reduced to their 
commonalities. Interfaith movements that use a ‘blended’ process have relied 
upon “a host of different influences to fashion new religious narratives that 
redefined religious, national, and racial identities” (Bakker 2018, para. 3). On this 
perspective, Evan Reichelt, member of the Lutheran community and multifaith 
chaplain coordinator at the University of Southern Queensland (USQ), and 
William Conwell, former administrator of the multifaith centre at USQ, had the 
following to say, respectively: 
No. Multifaith is a misunderstood word. To me ‘multi-’ means 
many. So, we have many faiths. We’re not one homogenous faith. 
I respect other faiths. I respect their religious traditions and their 
heritage and the richness of what they’ve, with Buddhism for 
instance, the history that’s there is amazing. Hinduism, Islam, as 
well as Christianity. So, there’s a lot of, yeah, we have to respect 
that. Also, we have to look at our commonalities. Nearly 90% of 
what we believe is all the same. But there’s 10% that’s different 
and that difference is a fair bit. But, it’s not enough to form wars, 
start wars over. 
No. I don’t believe that at all. It’s a model to bring faiths together 
for the betterment of the community. It’s not in any way setup to 
replace religion, the various traditional religious models, such as 
Christianity and Buddhism or Islam or Judaism. It’s just a means to 
share facilities and also identify the needs of the community and 
work together to provide the needs that the community have. I think 
  134 
it’s an excellent model but, in no way do I think it’s going to replace 
any of the major religious groups. 
The term multifaith is understood by Reichelt and Conwell to be a means 
by which various religions and spiritualities can interact with one another to effect 
positive social change. This is opposed to the interfaith movement being a type of 
religious eclecticism that intends to replace traditional models of religion and 
spirituality with its own beliefs, values, and practices. In this instance, holding on 
to one’s own religious and spiritual tradition is therefore paramount and should 
not be tampered with to facilitate the characteristics and aims of another social 
movement. 
Indeed, this is a central message of the Buddhist PLLCA’s Multi-Faith 
Multicultural Centre (MMC) and is critically analysed in the next chapter. 
Although it is a social movement that aims to bring a plurality of religions and 
spiritualities together to create an environment of interaction and cooperation in 
Toowoomba, Razak, who is head of the centre, is aware that people are cautious 
about issues related to their faith: 
How do we go about it? I believe in taking what we call the soft 
approach. Rather than going there and saying, look, I want to start 
a dialogue with you. No. I start by taking the soft approach being 
where I can be with them in any common event. If you look at 
Toowoomba, almost every day there’s something going on. 
Whether you have somebody having some performance, there’s an 
art show, there’s this and that. And, I take the opportunity to make 
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friends. To start off by building bridges. And I take the opportunity 
to create that friendship. And I believe that it is important that you 
make the first move. The question comes back to me, why don’t 
you make the first move and say, hi. How are you? How’s your 
day? That’s the soft approach. 
In the process you build relationships, build bridges. And I think, 
once you get that kind of sense of comfort, then, conversation will 
go on a bit deeper. Sometimes, people will ask you, hey, where are 
you from? What’s your culture? What do you represent? Who do 
you represent? What do you believe in? So, that’s how I work the 
way through. 
In Chapter 2, Bouma’s (2004, p. 13) definition of religious management 
was presented as the deliberate and unintentional actions and decisions of relevant 
actors to produce harmony within a religiously plural society. The soft approach 
described by Razak highlights the role of PLLCA’s MMC within Toowoomba. 
This description of social outreach indicates that the MMC actively seeks out 
differences in faith and culture in order to break down barriers. Furthermore, the 
soft approach of this religious institution is a type of religious management that 
acknowledges the freedom of thought in Australia pertaining to private religious 
belief and its public expression. 
A member of the Quaker community identified the process of building 
relationships between different religions and spiritualities as follows: 
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I think that there is a strong push for that in certain quarters. I’m 
not sure how popular it would be with others. But I think, my 
experience in terms of some of the multifaith stuff, there is quite a 
strong network there. 
However, the reality is that not all religious actors in Toowoomba are on 
board with the multifaith model. This is the delicate balance that someone in 
Razak’s social role must negotiate. Although he is striving to create a Model City 
based on a plurality of religions, not all citizens see it this way. For example, 
Antonio pointed out that “not every faith is involved, and I guess there are many 
other faiths that aren’t involved”. Barton clarified why this might be the case 
stating: “I would say there are still some very strong areas where people are of 
one faith and are directed to do what they do from that particular faith basis”. Jed 
Perkins, ex minister of Unitarianism and member of the Sea of Faith, argued that 
Toowoomba was indeed a multifaith city but that it was a “bit of a culture shock 
for some people”. For Copland, a cultural shock via religious change revealed that 
for some parts of the Christian community, there was not enough being done to 
help others from different cultural and religious backgrounds: 
I guess multifaith and there’s people with no faith. When I say that 
I wouldn’t describe it as Christian, I actually think that’s a good 
thing. I think the separation between state and faith is a positive 
thing. And I think sometimes some of the politicians who talk about 
Christian values etcetera, they don’t feel strongly enough. So, for 
instance, one area I’m very passionate about is protection of people 
seeking asylum. And I think a lot of our policies wouldn’t reflect 
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what I would see as a Christian attitude that we are supposed to 
look after people, foreigners who come seeking protection. 
While there is no doubt that there are networks in place that provide much 
needed social support, as indicated by Barton and Lowe, the Christian principles 
mentioned earlier by Antonio are nonetheless questioned. As highlighted by 
Copland, a mix of religion and politics in some quarters can become a hindrance 
to the normalisation of the plurality of religions and cultures that immigrants bring 
with them. Religious changes in the form of world religions such as Buddhism 
and Islam, and also the rise of the nonreligious, are therefore social markers of the 
extent that non-Christian organisations, groups, and individuals are welcomed and 
supported in Toowoomba. 
An example as to why this is problematic for the multifaith model is 
provided by Ron Williams, the managing director of the Australian Secular 
Lobby, when he replied: 
Of course, politically, we have this whole other movement, we are 
in really tricky times at the moment with the deep far-right that is 
happening at the moment. Particularly here in Queensland with the 
Hanson factor. And that’s probably doing more things negatively 
for multiculturalism and multifaith than anything I could possibly 
thing of. It’s terribly dangerous stuff…It’s about multiculturalism. 
I think they’re the negative factors. 
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It’s important when you are talking about Toowoomba because, 
Dominionism is, as you read about it, it’s really about the coming 
kingdom and preparing for it and the seven mountains of culture 
that are involved. I can’t name them all. It’s media, law, it’s 
education. It’s important that you know about this if you are talking 
about how religions have changed in Toowoomba. It sounds like a 
conspiracy theory but it really isn’t. The greatest hindrance to 
multifaith and multiculturalism probably is that extreme right 
element in politics. The ugly things that have happened here in 
Toowoomba. That mosque has been torched, hasn’t it? Twice. 
They’re rebuilding it now. That’s probably the greatest hindrance. 
Clearly, this would indicate religious exclusivity and not only does it 
present a problem for the multifaith model; it also indicates that there are a 
number of concurrently operating social networks that have distinct characteristics 
and aims. Problems and tensions in the religious environment of Toowoomba will 
be further analysed in Chapter 6. The initiatives and engagement of a plurality of 
religions have made the profile of the interfaith model visible to many 
participants. Shelton was of the opinion that “There’s obviously a strong 
multifaith community here as well that’s growing and [they] are active.” Stone 
agreed by stating “I think so. I think the work that the Pure Land group has been 
doing has been good to try and tie the faith communities together with a bit more 
of unity and purpose.” 
There is no doubt that the Buddhist PLLCA’s MMC push for an interfaith 
multicultural society has had an impact on the religious environment of 
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Toowoomba, something explored later in this thesis. What has not been addressed 
is that the religious changes in Toowoomba are to some degree reflective of 
Australia. While a mainline Protestant minister reaffirms the Christian presence in 
the region, they nonetheless acknowledge that religious changes have occurred 
and are occurring at both the national and local levels: 
I would say not overall despite the fact that probably, again, you 
don’t get that same sort of multifaith organised network in other 
places even though there may be more people. I think, probably, in 
the imagination of the city overall, people would still identify, if 
you were to say what religion is Toowoomba, the first answer that 
would spring to mind is Christian. I think, despite Toowoomba 
being a, well, every city is a bit different but, despite it being 
different to the average, it’s reflects that changes are happening in 
broader Australian society and probably broader Western culture 
as well. 
A final perspective is that within the Christian ecumenical and multifaith 
networks, there simply is not enough interest from the local community to create 
fundamental religious changes. Quinlan reiterates his stance from earlier by 
stating that there are so few people of faith who volunteer from any religion that 
when engagement does occur it is watered down by a lack of interest: 
The problem is that there are so few people in any of those faith 
groups. What I’m saying is if nearly every denomination has only 
10% that are practising are involved, well then, you are basically 
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saying that 90% of the community, whatever you call it, pluralist, 
multifaith or whatever, are not multifaith…The reality is the 
majority don’t want a bar of anything. Even if they tick the box on 
the census. 
If Quinlan is correct and the majority of people have very little to do with 
religion, the city of Toowoomba is better considered as secular or post-religious. 
In addition, the private versus public aspects of religion are critical for multifaith 
networks to be successful. When a person nominates a religion on the census it 
does not mean that they therefore attend public religious services or participate in 
religious-based charity work. Nor does it mean that they are more likely to join an 
ecumenical or interfaith network. This is why the religious management of 
PLLCA’s MMC takes a ‘soft’ approach. The necessity of diverse membership for 
a multifaith network requires that different religions, spiritualities, and non-
religious perspectives are sought out and approached in a respectful manner. In 
doing so, relationships may be formed that promote the main initiative of this 
interfaith network which is to transform Toowoomba into a Model City. 
A Change for the Better? 
The above responses from participants indicate that there are multiple perspectives 
on Toowoomba’s religious constitution. It is important to note that a majority of 
these perspectives also acknowledged changes to the religious environment. 
Whether this is Quinlan addressing the fact that Christianity, especially 
Catholicism, no longer has a high number of members, Janetzki stating that despite 
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Toowoomba being historically grounded in the traditions and denominations of 
Christianity the contemporary multifaith movement is increasing in public 
visibility, or the rise of the nonreligious as highlighted by Copland, changes to 
religion have occurred and continue to occur in this region. However, there is still 
the question of whether such religious changes are a help or hindrance for society 
in Toowoomba.  
In order to examine this issue, participants were asked three questions: 
Firstly, whether they felt that the religious environment of Toowoomba had 
changed; second, in what way it had changed; and last, whether it had changed for 
the better? Participants who identified Toowoomba as being religiously plural 
agreed that religious changes had occurred. Perkins thought that this was the case, 
especially when the older generation “will talk about how the Buddhists have 
done something really practical and good in the community”. Indeed, having a 
number of religions publicly visible was considered important for Stone who 
argued that “the more diversity of voices and perspectives there are, then the more 
people appreciate that diversity of different perspectives. I think that is a healthy 
thing”. In regards to more religious voices being heard, Khan was impressed with 
the overall sense of mutual respect and understanding: 
I think Toowoomba has matured. Very much engaging and 
supportive of each other. The religious hierarchy in particular, they 
are very committed to live in peace and harmony and with dignity 
and respect. And, that’s what is very good for this city. 
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A number of participants were also aware of the impact that immigration 
has had on the local religious environment. Sarwan Narayan, who is a member of 
the Toowoomba Hindu community, identified this by saying, “with all the 
multicultural people coming in most of them have their religion. They have not 
given away their religion.” Similarly, Barton highlighted the rapid changes that 
had occurred since he first arrived in Toowoomba in 2008, where “it was about 
5.9% from a culturally diverse background. It’s now at 16.5 and it’s going to 20”. 
Copland, who earlier outlined how Toowoomba was home to Christian traditions 
and denominations, a number of world religions such as Buddhism and Islam, and 
also those with no faith, stated that religious change was a beneficial process as it 
was a sign of multiple cultures interacting: 
I think there’s more diversity now. I also think, not just a diversity 
of religion, but, a diversity of cultures within religion. So, for 
instance, the parish I go to would have far more brown and black 
faces than it would have 30 years ago. So, there’s a number of 
people from the subcontinent, a number of middle eastern 
Christians, there’s a number of African Christians. That’s changed. 
And I think that’s a good thing. 
An increase in cultural change alongside religious change is a clear 
indicator of the role that immigration has played in bringing a diversity of 
backgrounds to Toowoomba. Copland defines this as operating within the 
parameters of one religious denomination and one parish; the interaction of 
cultural groups within a religion brings forward the idea that positive changes are 
happening in a particular faith at a personal level as well as more broadly at a 
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social level. The social context of each participant’s involvement with religious 
change is therefore an influential factor regarding their approach to this issue.  
For example Reichelt stated that at a city-wide level, “the city’s growing 
to the stage that we have to realise there are other faiths here”. However, within 
the context of the USQ as a multifaith chaplain coordinator, Reichelt has indicated 
that “we could say we are nearly living in a post-Christian era”. Another example 
is Janetzki’s perspective of comparing the locality of Toowoomba with his 
experience of travelling internationally: 
I live in a multicultural Toowoomba, multicultural Australia. I 
spent a number of years living in London and you’ve got four 
hundred languages operating in that city on a daily basis. I think we 
live in a world that’s ever more connected and it only makes sense 
for you to see that diversity in a city like Toowoomba because 
we’ve been blessed with so many incredible natural attributes in 
our city. I welcome the richness. Has it been for the better? 
Absolutely. I think the cultural richness, the religious richness we 
see in our city is for the better. 
At the everyday level of society, each participant’s perspective of religious 
change can only make sense when placed within their unique local context. That 
is why Perkins, who is an elderly member of the community, talks about his 
knowledge and understanding of religious change by referencing conversations 
with members of his peer group. Similarly, Stone places an emphasis on smaller 
religions having their voice heard in the public square by virtue of being a 
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member of a lesser known Christian denomination. However, what interview 
participants have in common is the opinion that religious change has occurred in 
Toowoomba and that it is a positive sign of a mature society. 
Conclusion 
This chapter addressed the first research aim by identifying and explaining the 
patterns of religious change in Toowoomba. The first pattern identified is the 
largely accepted idea that Toowoomba is a ‘Christian city’, or at the least, a city 
with a defining Christian legacy. Shelton (CEO of City Women, a Christian 
organisation) emphasised the Christian Church network over the reality of a 
multifaith society while Antonio (Toowoomba mayor) stated that the principles of 
Christianity are superior and a broader guide for social policy outcomes and culture, 
particularly the social integration of immigrants. The conservative history of 
Toowoomba influences these perspectives and is a continuation of John Howard’s 
government and the politicisation of ‘Christian values’. This is particularly true for 
Toowoomba, which has a higher proportion of Christians than the national average. 
However, the emergence of a plurality of religions has changed the religious 
environment and relocated Christianity as one faith among others.  
The second pattern focuses on the growth of religious plurality. Reichelt 
(former multifaith chaplain coordinator at the University of Southern Queensland) 
argued that ‘multifaith’ was the more appropriate term because there are now 
many faiths in the region. This reflects national census data on religious diversity, 
which shows growth in the number of religious groups, religions represented, and 
  145 
range of difference between and within religious groups (Bouma 2009, p. 52). In 
the case of Toowoomba, unprecedented levels of immigration have changed the 
religious environment and challenged the status quo (Bouma 1999, p. 8). The 
establishment of world religions in Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam has made the 
“Christian legacy” of the city no longer tenable. Yet, some interview participants 
viewed Toowoomba as neither Christian nor multifaith. 
The final pattern identified Toowoomba as a nonreligious city. Copland 
(Executive Officer for the Catholic Social Justice Commission) stated that the 
label of Christianity no longer serves the Toowoomba region because there needs 
to be a separation between church and state. This perspective highlights the 
importance of a secular social context in Australia despite significant changes to 
its religious environment (Bouma 2012, p. 293). For the anonymous Quaker, 
Toowoomba wasn’t religious because people are no longer attending public forms 
of worship. Indeed, as Chapter 1 explored, census data at regional, national, and 
international levels indicate that people are not just moving away from 
Christianity, but they are leaving faith altogether and becoming nonreligious.  
Terms such as Christian, multifaith, post-Christian, and post-secular have 
been used to describe religious diversity in Australia. However, none of these 
terms completely depicts the religious environment of Toowoomba. This is 
because the patterns identified and explained in this chapter indicate that more 
than one change to religion is currently occurring. What can be said of religious 
change in Toowoomba is that the management of religious diversity has become 
increasingly important. A number of participants identified the Buddhist Pure 
Land Learning College Association’s Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre as the 
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interfaith network responsible for this management with the goal of transforming 
Toowoomba into a Model City. Their work is considered in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5  
A Curious Actor? Religious Diversity and its 
Management 
Every Saturday, a religious and culturally diverse group of people meet in 
Toowoomba for dinner and conversation. The event is called the Saturday 
Friendship Dinner, is open to the public and is hosted by the Buddhist Pure Land 
Learning College Association’s (PLLCA) Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre 
(MMC). The dinner acts as a public forum “where community members from 
diverse cultures and faiths share stories and learn of their beliefs and cultures from 
each other” (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 22). By providing a space that enables peaceful 
dialogue on faith and cultural differences, this is the PLLCA’s first and longest-
running effort in managing religious diversity in Toowoomba. 
The interaction of a diversity of religious, spiritual, and nonreligious 
groups and communities can result in the best and worst of social behaviour. For a 
healthy society to function properly, violence against organisations, groups, or 
individuals due to religious or spiritual otherness must not be tolerated. When 
antagonism does occur the distribution of information and mixing of people at 
interfaith events can be utilised to “dispel negative stereotypes and attitudes” 
(Halafoff 2013, p. 2). The successful management of religious diversity is 
dependent upon these types of social interactions because they facilitate the 
introduction and implementation of peace building strategies as a means to 
counter extreme forms of social behaviour.  
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Figure 5.1 – PLLCA’s Saturday Friendship Dinner (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 
22) 
This chapter focuses on instances of the successful management of 
religious diversity in Toowoomba. Specifically, this is a critical analysis of how 
the PLLCA’s MMC has established itself as an authority on and leader of 
managing religious diversity in this regional city. Alongside an examination of 
this organisation, this chapter will continue with 25 social actor perspectives and 
will provide evidence of how religious diversity is managed in the everyday.  
This will be achieved by, first, expanding on the theoretical framework of 
management that was described in Chapter 2. This concept of religious 
management is presented and is unpacked according to four sociocultural factors. 
Second is the introduction of a range of perspectives on managing religious 
diversity. These are examined with reference to Bouma’s sociocultural factors. 
Third is a critical analysis of the history of the PLLCA and its purpose in 
Toowoomba. Fourth, the chapter identifies how Toowoomba became the setting 
for a Model City. Last is a discussion on community engagement programs and 
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the social necessity of trust that are fundamental to the PLLCA’s MMC strategy 
for managing religious diversity. 
The Concept of Management 
To start, it is important to explain the idea of managing religious diversity. Due to 
the fact that religious diversity is now widespread in Toowoomba, an all embracing, 
overarching, and totalising community of faith-based meaning is no longer tenable. 
Bouma (1999 p. 21) argues that the pervasiveness of religious diversity has 
relegated universal meanings of faith into one set among others. As indicated in 
Chapter 1, the religious environment of Toowoomba has changed from its historical 
foundation as a Catholic, Anglican, and Lutheran city. The 2016 Census marked 
Christianity at its lowest ever levels of affiliation (66%), while world religions such 
as Buddhism (0.91%) and Islam (1.28%) and individuals with no religion (21.16%) 
all experienced growth. Because of this, strategies for the peaceful management of 
religious diversity management have been prioritised in Toowoomba by religious 
groups, local government, and interfaith and multicultural organisations.  
In order to understand these strategies, a working definition of religious 
management is necessary. In Chapter 2 this was defined, following Bouma, as 
“both the deliberate and unintentional actions and decisions entered into by 
religious groups, public and private organisations and governments which impact 
to produce either harmonious or conflictual inter-group relations within a 
religiously plural society” (Bouma & Singleton, 2004, p. 13). In the case of 
Toowoomba, the PLLCA is the organisation that has received the most attention 
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and support for managing religious diversity. Their publication Building a Model 
City depicts religious leaders (2015, p. 65), regional, state, and federal politicians 
(2015, p. 43-48), and local business and media (2015, p. 51-59) forming a multi-
actor peace building network to help establish Toowoomba as a Model City. The 
visit by UNESCO ambassadors in March 2019 at the invitation of the PLLCA is 
further evidence that this organisation is central to managing religious diversity in 
Toowoomba. 
Bouma’s work identifies four sociocultural factors which contribute to the 
successful management of religious diversity (Bouma & Singleton 2004). These 
are: 
• a history of managing religious diversity 
• an urban demography where one religious group dominates (in some 
contexts) 
• a ‘religious institution’ that accepts diversity 
• social structures that promote inter-religious harmony 
As will be discussed, while Christianity is still the dominant religion, the 
emergence of world religions and the PLLCA’s MMC has helped shape 
Toowoomba’s religious institution into accepting and embracing diversity. 
It is also important to define the term religious institution, a concept that 
has a very particular meaning in Bouma’s work. According to Bouma’s (2009, p. 
17, emphasis in original) definition, a religious institution are “culturally shared 
norms and expectations” and these condition and “shape among other things: the 
intensity and style of religious practices and beliefs; the preferred style of 
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religious devotion and practice; relations among religious groups and the salience 
of religious difference.” Bouma (2009, p. 17) continues by stating that these 
“norms and expectations set the cultural context within which religious groups – 
as organizations – operate and within which religious diversity is managed”. In 
the case of Toowoomba, the religious institution of this city has changed its tenor 
in recent years so that it is now acceptable to celebrate being multifaith and 
welcome the diversity of religions that now flourish there. This was discussed in 
the previous chapter.  
Furthermore, Australia’s religious institution has multiple dimensions that 
set the cultural context for the experiences of religious communities and groups 
interacting with one another and their own faith experience itself (Bouma 2009, p. 
34). These are: 
 intensity: a strong tendency towards the subdued, laid back 
expressivity: a strong tendency towards the shy, withdrawn and not 
exuberant 
 frequency: a strong tendency towards infrequent or occasional attendance 
 periodicity: annual/biannual participation is more acceptable than weekly 
cyclicity: a tendency for participation to occur early and late in the 
lifecycle 
consistency: a low level of consistency between belief and practice is  
 accepted 
 singularity: persons are expected to identify with one religion 
 proximity: the transcendent is expected to be distant, localised and diffuse 
 efficacy: the transcendent is subject to influence, trustworthy and effective 
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 access: the transcendent to be accessed directly and through professionals 
social location: religious groups are expected to be on the margin, not 
central 
These norms and expectations offer a framework to critically analyse 
Toowoomba’s religious institution, the religious organisations that are established 
within this environment, and how they manage religious diversity. Like other 
social institutions, a religious institution invites and socialises an individual or 
organisation to conform to general norms and expectations (Bouma 2009, p. 36). 
In addition, the dimensions outlined by Bouma offer a point of comparison among 
societies. For example, the following section looks at interview respondents’ 
perspectives on religious management in Toowoomba, as effected by religious 
groups, local government, and interfaith and multicultural organisations. In doing 
so, the cultural norms and expectations of Toowoomba’s religious institution may 
be compared to Bouma’s dimensions of Australia’s religious institution. This 
approach highlights unique features of organisations to manage religious diversity 
in the regional setting of Toowoomba. 
Perspectives on the Management of Religious Diversity 
This section critically analyses interview respondents’ answers on the management 
of religious diversity in Toowoomba. This is achieved via reference to Bouma’s 
theory of management, and in particular, those factors that result in a successful 
multi-faith society. In addition to Bouma’s definition, the sociocultural factors and 
their contribution to the successful management of religious diversity will provide 
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a context for understanding Toowoomba’s multifaith environment. Although there 
are four factors, for the purpose of this section, the sociocultural factor of an urban 
demography in which one religious group dominates (in some contexts) will not be 
included. Research on Toowoomba’s Christian history and its recent change to a 
multifaith society is presented in Chapter 1. 
A History of Managing Religious Diversity 
The success of religious diversity management can be determined by the production 
of harmony within a religiously plural society. Bouma’s theory states that a nation’s 
history of managing religious diversity is the first sociocultural factor that 
influences this process. This is because “all societies manage religious and spiritual 
activity permissible within society-specific boundaries” (Bouma & Ling 2011, p. 
516). Whether harmony or conflict is produced depends upon the aims of 
management. For example, Australian and America have “cultures and laws that 
prohibit or discourage governments from restricting religious freedoms” while 
countries such as China and France have “laws and cultures which place lower 
restrictions on the prohibition of religious freedom” (Bouma & Ling 2011, p. 518). 
Therefore, a nation’s history of managing religious diversity determines the 
fundamental norms and expectations of religious belief and practice in 
contemporary society.  
I asked interview respondents an open-ended question regarding whether a 
diversity of religions would require management. The first perspective to emerge 
was that it depended on the lawful interaction of citizens. For example Barton, 
  154 
Team Manager of the Cultural Diversity Hub at Mercy Community Services, 
states: 
It requires management because civic participation actually means 
that we all have to agree on some basic rules; on the English 
language, gender equality – which is a difficult one with some 
religions – voting, freedom of speech, being secular. We’re heading 
towards unity in diversity so, there are some standard rules around 
how this has to be managed. And, the way that we manage it here 
is, we put frameworks around things. We set up committees, we set 
up interfaith gatherings, we publish a lot of materials in the media 
around this dialogue bringing people together. 
Barton’s approach to religious diversity is informed by a common set of 
norms and expectations according to the Australian legal system. This supports 
Bouma’s theory which states that the first sociocultural factor contributing to 
successful management is a history of managing religious diversity. The historical 
framework of religion in Australia includes being low key in nature, promoting a 
civil and harmonious society, and most importantly, when interfaith tensions 
cannot be resolved they are decided by secular institutions such as the court 
system (Bouma 1999, p. 28). Halafoff (2016, p. 104) also cites Australia’s history 
of religious management, stating that:  
multicultural practices and policies ensure that diverse cultural and 
religious groups are provided with equal opportunities, can practice 
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their traditions as long as they operate within the bounds of 
Australian law, and can play a critical role in the public sphere.  
At a local perspective, Barton portrays the relevance of this type of 
management toward religious diversity in Toowoomba: 
If you asked me to make a list of everybody involved in that sort of 
management, some aspect of their job is around managing cultural 
identity, religious belief, religious practice, I’d be here for a couple 
of days. It’s sort of being placed into a lot of funding proposals, a 
lot of non-government organisations. It’s not only coming from the 
church it’s coming from government. It’s even in a way coming 
from police crime prevention. It’s at all levels. Nearly every area 
that is funded has something within their position a description 
which is to manage cultural difference, which would involve some 
sort of level of religious difference. 
The culmination of Bouma’s first sociocultural factor in Australia is 
Article 116 of the Constitution. This section states that no religion shall be 
established by law (Parliament of Australia 2019) and is the first step in managing 
religious diversity. Indeed, the secular nature of public space and the protection of 
human rights in Australia is seen by many interview respondents as a fundamental 
piece of managing religious diversity. Interview participant and Christian Scientist 
Jason Stone explained that “we are very fortunate in Australia that we live in an 
accepting society that is in its framework secular. There’s no national religion 
against which other beliefs and faiths get measured”. This is important to note 
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because Australia’s history of managing religious diversity is based on a secular 
legal foundation that “guarantees the right of every Australian to freedom of and 
freedom from religion” (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 
1998, p. 12). 
Furthermore, the government established Australian Human Rights 
Commission has adopted Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights known as the Freedom of thought, conscience and religion or 
belief. Although this right includes the “freedom to have or adopt a religion or 
belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others 
and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, 
practice and teaching”, it nonetheless has limitations that are “prescribed by law 
and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health or morals or the 
fundamental rights and freedoms of others” (Australian Human Rights 
Commission 2016, para. 8). These examples point to the role of the Australian 
legal system in shaping the broader religious institution, and establishing a 
framework that enables religious groups to operate freely. While set at the 
national level, this clearly trickles down to the local context. Beckford (1999) 
supports this by stating that the interaction of a diversity of religions is subject to 
“historical, cultural and social factors influencing the perception of 
diversification…with local circumstances and from country to country”.  
The aims of management are also important. Societies that govern with an 
authoritative approach set a cultural and legal precedent for religious conflict 
(Koesel 2014, p. 171). The most well-known case study is China and how its 
government limits the tolerance of religion via increasingly restrictive regulations 
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(Yang 2012, p. 65). In comparison, societies that govern democratically set a 
cultural and legal precedent for religious harmony (Koesel 2014, p. 178). Western 
liberal democracies are able to achieve this because they have moved “from fear 
of difference, through tolerance of difference, to appreciation of the positive 
values of difference” (Bouma & Ling 2011, p. 517). Democratic societies are also 
able to stimulate public participation and “debate the role of religion, the style of 
acceptable religion and how to manage differences between religious groups” 
(Bouma 2009, p. 178). In doing so, this allows religious management in Australia 
to act as a two-way, grassroots-up and top-down process (Halafoff 2016, p. 105).  
The society-specific boundaries of religious management in Toowoomba 
are first established by the national context of Australian law. Barton expressed 
this as the basic rules of a Western democratic society: the English language, 
gender equality, voting, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and being 
secular. This sets the stage for public participation and grassroots-up processes on 
religious diversity and its management. In Toowoomba, this is achieved by 
establishing committees, interfaith gatherings, and publishing material in the local 
media. The top-down processes of religious management are from the church and 
other religious groups, non-government interfaith and multicultural organisations, 
and local government. This process is also incorporated into jobs relating to 
religious belief, religious identity, and cultural identity and in nearly every area 
that receives government funding. Therefore, a two-way, grassroots-up and top-
down process of religious diversity management is found in Toowoomba and 
involves religious groups, local government, and interfaith and multicultural 
organisations promoting a civil and harmonious society. Furthermore, it is a 
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cultural and legal precedent for Bouma’s next sociocultural factor of religious 
diversity and its management: a religious institution which accepts diversity. 
A Religious Institution Which Accepts Diversity 
Bouma argues that a religious institution circumscribes the styles of belief and 
practice that are acceptable in society. However, because the levels of belief and 
practice set by a religious institution can change, the dimensions that monitor them 
are therefore “useful for describing and comparing differences among societies.” 
(Bouma 2009, p. 35). In addition, these dimensions set the cultural context 
surrounding the experiences of religious belief and practice and how religious 
individuals, groups, and organisations interact with each another.  
With this in mind, the dimensions focused on in this section are intensity – 
a strong tendency towards the subdued, laid back – and social location – religious 
groups are expected to be on the margin, not central. These dimensions were 
chosen because they reflect the extent of religious change in Toowoomba. In this 
case, not only has religious change created new diversity management strategies, 
it has also changed the cultural context set by the religious institution. For 
example, Barton cited that the social location of religion has become more 
centralised and its intensity more focused due to the recent emphasis on interfaith 
dialogue and activism: 
I think the interesting thing to note is that in the last ten years there’s 
been a sort of scrambling to the interfaith area very quickly. I didn’t 
recognise it when I first came here and I was working in this area. 
I would say it’s been purposeful, it’s steadily built upon, it’s been 
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driven, it’s got an agenda, it’s funded, it’s got very strong 
advocates, and it’s been pushed mainly by money from the Pure 
Land Buddhist College towards the interfaith thing.  
As explained in the next section, the emergence of a new interfaith 
organisation that has attracted strong social support from religious groups, local 
government, and interfaith and multicultural organisations indicates that the 
religious institution of Toowoomba has changed to accept and promote the 
diversity of religion. It should be mentioned that not all respondents agreed with 
one particular organisation or group taking responsibility for religious diversity 
management. John Bishop, member of the Freemasons and practising Buddhist, 
raised concern about external management, the rules of religious interaction, and 
the consequences of transgression: 
That would be sad wouldn’t it. Because who has the right to do 
that? And, I think the only people who have the right are the leaders 
of the religions, the particular religious groups. But, therein can be 
a problem because you can have a group that say, yes, this is great, 
we can do this together. And someone else who says, no, I don’t 
want anything to do with it. And so, you have a problem. But if you 
are going to have someone outside managing it there has to be 
penalties where if you don’t step into line this is what we are going 
to do. And, that isn’t good. 
A number of respondents agreed with this line of reasoning. Letitia 
Shelton, CEO of City Women, a Christian-based organisation for making 
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Toowoomba a better place for women and girls, stated that it would not work 
because “We are not a communist nation. I think people have got to be free to do 
what they want”. Bishop for the Mormon Church, Samuel R. Gilkes, believed 
that: 
internally it should be able to be managed…I think it’s definitely 
something that could be managed. Whether it’s internally or 
whether it’s just at kind of a communal level, I think there is plenty 
of scope for that and I don’t see any need for government 
intervention.  
Pritam Singh, member of the Sikh community, also thought that this is was 
“a matter for internal groups so they can manage it better.” It is worth stating that 
there were no negative reactions to the notion of management. Interview 
respondents who did have doubts expressed concern over secular frameworks that 
exercise control over religion.  
However, according to Bouma (1999, p. 10), religious organisations, such 
as churches, mosques, synagogues, and temples, operate “within an institutional 
environment which shapes what they do and the likelihood of their success.” As 
explained above, Australia’s history of managing religious diversity via a culture 
of liberal democracy and secular law is the precedent for a religious institution. It 
is this history that permits a society’s religious institution to accept religious 
diversity. Although these threads interweave in terms of the norms and 
expectations that regulate religious behaviour, what distinguishes a religious 
institution is its ability to determine not only the “intensity and style of religious 
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practice and belief”, but also the “relations among religious groups and the 
salience of religious difference” (Bouma 1999, p. 10).  
This is due to the religious institution not only shaping social interaction 
but being susceptible to being shaped (Bouma 1998, p. 233). For example, the 
acceptance of being multifaith and having a diversity of religions in Toowoomba 
has resulted in interfaith and multicultural dialogue and activism becoming 
normalised and celebrated. When an interfaith organisation is established in this 
context and is supported by religious groups, local government, and interfaith and 
multicultural organisations, they have the authority and power to shape the 
dimensions of the religious institution: the most important of which is the social 
relationships between religious individuals, groups, and organisations and whether 
they produce harmony or conflict. This leads to Bouma’s third and last 
sociocultural factor for this section – social structures which promote inter-
religious harmony.  
Social Structures Which Promote Inter-Religious Harmony  
Understanding the relationship between religious institutions and an organisation’s 
social structures is only possible when they are carefully distinguished (Bouma 
1998, p. 235). The main difference is that an institution is a “cluster of norms which 
have emerged through social interaction as a society deals with particular issues, 
norms which are more general than such organisations may be formed relative to 
the same issues” (Bouma 1998, p. 235). For example, Bouma’s dimensions of a 
religious institution are more general than the specific strategies of an organisation 
such as the PLLCA. Another important difference is that an organisation is defined 
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by the structure of social relationships. Within an organisation, these social 
relationships are “regulated by norms which are deliberately constructed to achieve 
a specified goal.” (Bouma 1998, p. 235).  
As an example of this, Nura Behjat, member of the Toowoomba Baha’i 
community, stated that it is the responsibility of religious organisations and 
leaders to manage religious diversity via interfaith initiatives: 
But I suppose you mean if there is multifaith within a community 
like Toowoomba, do we need someone to organise them? I suppose 
it has to start with their own organisations and religious leaders… 
the Buddhist community of Toowoomba is doing a great job in 
spreading multifaith, multicultural ideologies. And, of course they 
have the means to do that too. They have finance and they are 
willing to spend it for this purpose. They are happy spending for 
the good of humanity. So, I really admire them. They are trying so 
hard to do this.  
Alongside Behjat, the data on interview respondents indicates that the 
PLLCA are most often referred to when considering religious diversity and its 
management in Toowoomba. Unlike other religious organisations, they emerged 
suddenly and have created significant changes to the religious institution of 
Toowoomba. This is due to the intensity and centrality of the interfaith social 
structure created by the PLLCA. The Strategic Road Map’s sole mission is to 
transform Toowoomba into a Model City. However, because this social structure 
has introduced new cultural norms and expectations on religious diversity and its 
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management, the remainder of this chapter is a subsection that critically analyses 
who the PLLCA are and what their purpose is in Toowoomba.   
History and Purpose of the Pure Land Learning College 
Association 
The Buddhist PLLCA’s establishment in Toowoomba has radically changed 
interfaith dialogue and action. The purpose for managing religious diversity and the 
strategies used to achieve this have also changed. This is because the PLLCA is the 
first and only of its kind in Australia and has created an unusual state of affairs for 
the religious environment of Toowoomba. Therefore, this section looks at its leader 
Venerable Master Chin Kung, the history of the PLLCA, and Kung’s purpose for 
founding the organisation in Toowoomba. 
Venerable Master Chin Kung is a monk in Pure Land Buddhism. Kung has 
studied and lectured on Buddhism for over 50 years and is also an “advisor to 
over 100 Amitabha Buddhist Societies and Pure Land Learning Centres 
worldwide” (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 5). In 1982, Kung founded the Corporate 
Body of the Buddha Educational Foundation. This is a non-profit government 
registered education and information foundation that is based in Taipei City, 
Taiwan (Budaedu 2019). Utilising donations made to this organisation, Kung has 
established projects on moral education in China and managed religious diversity 
in Australia. The moral education case study is the Lujiang Project of Harmony. 
In the town of Luijang in Anhui Province, China, Kung established a centre in 
2005 where teachers and students learnt social cohesion, peace and harmony, and 
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how to be role models. The PLLCA’s MMC (2015, p. 18) claim that after three 
years, divorce and crime rates dropped, family unity and community wellbeing 
increased, and that the streets were cleaner. Although these claims have been 
uncorroborated by objective, independent evidence, it is clear that the Lujiang 
Project of Harmony is a precedent for managing religious diversity in 
Toowoomba.  
The PLLCA in Toowoomba originated as a means to help reconcile social 
crises and conflicts. Kung uses the analogy of a physician trying to understand the 
root cause in order to cure an illness (PLLCA 2006). Speaking at the Forum on 
Resolving Crises through Education (PLLCA 2012), Kung’s diagnosis was that 
“the society we live in today is plagued by numerous crises - climate change, 
energy food crises, environmental pollution, wars, and acts of terrorism”, that “the 
human mind has turned bad”, and “we have overlooked the important teachings 
on moral relations”. The cure for social illness is a return to the “traditional 
teachings of the saints and sages, and to humbly implement our ancestors’ 
teachings in our daily lives” (PLLCA 2012). Not only does the PLLCA enrol 
students to learn and practise these teachings in order to increase the growth of 
Buddhism (PLLCA 2019), the MMC was specifically created in 2011 to address 
the social crises identified by Kung.  
The purpose of the PLLCA’s MMC is to transform Toowoomba into a 
Model City. As seen in the figure below, The PLLCA’s MMC Strategic Road 
Map, this involves strengthening religious and social harmony, strategic 
objectives that facilitate interfaith engagement and social trust, and core 
programmes that socially apply the previous steps. The success of this social 
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structure is partly due to the fact that prior to the PLLCA’s establishment in 2001, 
Toowoomba did not have any organisations that were as active nor as central in 
managing religious diversity. 
According to Bouma’s definition of a ‘religious institution’, this 
challenges the Australian norms and expectations regarding intensity and social 
location. In Australia, a religious organisation is expected to be laid back and 
socially marginal. For example, although there are other interfaith networks in 
Toowoomba, these are less strategic. The University of Southern Queensland’s 
network was formed to meet student religious needs while the Toowoomba 
International Multicultural Society focused on helping immigrants integrate into 
society. The strategic nature of the PLLCA’s MMC is therefore an unusual 
development in Toowoomba’s religious environment. 
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Figure 5.2 – The PLLCA’s MMC Strategic Road Map  
(PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 27). 
Conflict of Interest?  
There is limited publicly available information about the PLLCA. The PLLCA 
(2019) is a registered business with the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits 
Commission (ACNC) (2019). While this refers to the teaching and education of 
students enrolled at the college, the creation of the MMC in 2011 is a potential 
conflict of interest, due to the religious-based charity status of the PLLCA and the 
strategic objectives of the MMC in making Toowoomba a Model City. The ACNC 
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publication, Australia’s Faith-based Charities (Knight & Gilchrist 2015 pp. 1-2), 
states that there are four categories of religious-based charity. These are: 
1. Charitable purpose – Advancement of religion 
2. Main activity – Religious 
3. Other activity – Religious 
4. Basic religious charities 
According to the ACNC’s categories, the PLLCA would probably be 
classified as either category 1 or 2 religious charity. The precise categorisation is 
unknown as the ACNC does not release this information; however, it does 
summarise the PLLCA’s main activities as teaching, promoting spiritual and 
multicultural activities, farming, and charity (ACNC, 2019). Furthermore, on the 
PLLCA’s website under the section Learning – Mission (2019b), the purpose of 
the organisation is to reverse the decline of Buddhism by training Dharma 
practitioners, propagators, and protectors. Therefore, the PLLCA demonstrates an 
advancement of religion through proselytisation. This is problematic because the 
interfaith strategy of the MMC was established within the organisation of the 
Buddhist PLLCA. 
On the one hand, the PLLCA’s aim is to increase Pure Land Buddhist 
membership and the propagation of its teachings. On the other, the MMC’s 
strategy is to create a social structure that brings together religiously diverse 
organisations, groups, and individuals in order to build understanding and 
cooperation. According to the ACNC (2015, p. 1), many religious-based charities 
that reported their purpose as the advancement of religion preferred to be known 
for their social service. This raises the following question: is the PLLCA using the 
  168 
interfaith movement in the same way that other religious-based organisations use 
the education system (e.g. through religious education classes at school)? That is 
to say, alongside providing benefit to the community through a social service (in 
this case the interfaith movement) is this organisation also securing more religious 
authority and power and seeking potential converts? 
Nonetheless, as the authority on interfaith dialogue and action in 
Toowoomba, the potential conflict of interest between the PLLCA’s 
proselytisation and MMC’s interfaith harmony has not been an issue. This is due 
to the centrality and intensity of the PLLCA’s MMC as a religious management 
organisation. Yet, it originally required the consent of religious, political, and 
educational institutions, groups, and individuals deciding to help make 
Toowoomba a Model City; their publication Building a Model City depicts 
religious leaders (2015, p. 65), regional, state, and federal politicians (2015, p. 43-
48), and local business and media (2015, p. 51-59) agreeing to the designation of 
Toowoomba as such. This line of reasoning follows a dimension of Weber’s 
theory on authority. According to Hoover (2016, p. 20), alongside the structuralist 
types of legal, traditional, and charismatic authority, Weber also touched upon a 
poststructuralist theory of consent and authority. This theory looks at “the role of 
consent in the establishment and maintenance of systems of authority” within the 
“context of knowledge and action involved in defining, legitimating, and ensuring 
the consent necessary for authority to function” (Hoover 2016, p. 21).  
The reflexive nature of this theory is similar to Bouma’s theory of 
religious management as a two-way, grassroots-up and top-down process 
(Halafoff 2016, p. 105). In Toowoomba, this process involves religious, political, 
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and educational organisations, groups, and individuals giving consent to the 
PLLCA as the self-installed authority on offering programs and solutions that 
contribute to peaceful interreligious relations. However, they are also consenting 
to the proselytisation of Pure Land Buddhism via the social structure of the 
MMC’s Strategic Road Map. The point here is that the PLLCA’s mission is to 
reverse the decline of Buddhism, and because the MMC is an offshoot of the 
PLLCA, this process involves not only the vision of making Toowoomba a Model 
City but also the interfaith network used to achieve this. Yet, it must not be 
forgotten that this same social structure has made a positive contribution to the 
social wellbeing of Toowoomba and has garnered international attention from 
UNESCO. Therefore, the PLLCA’s conflict of interest may not be an issue for 
two reasons: not only are they are the only organisation capable of and willing to 
provide the resources to establish this type of interfaith network, they have also 
been successful at managing religious diversity in Toowoomba, something I 
demonstrate in the remainder of this thesis. 
A Model City of Peace and Harmony 
As Chapter 1 discussed, the arrival of immigrants “following the end of the Second 
World War and the collapse of the Japanese and British empires” (Halafoff 2013, 
p. 10) has resulted in Western societies being introduced to numerous world 
religious traditions and spiritualities. Despite being a seemingly conservative 
Christian city, Toowoomba has experienced this social change in its own unique 
way. Alongside a plurality of Christian traditions and denominations, world 
religions such as Buddhism, Islam, and Baha’i, as well as secular perspectives, are 
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now an integral part of the religious environment. What is important to note here is 
that this everyday reality of multiple religions and spiritualities has also been a 
necessary precursor for the establishment of diversity within the religious 
institutional (Bouma 1999, p. 14). Indeed, as Halafoff (2013, p. 11) argues, religious 
changes have resulted in social authorities being “forced to choose between 
repressive or tolerant policies”. Fortunately, religious and cultural leaders in 
Toowoomba have chosen the latter by cooperating with and endorsing the PLLCA’s 
social structure that promotes and celebrates multifaith and multicultural diversity.  
A significant step toward realising this vision occurred in March 2017, 
when at the invitation of the PLLCA’s founder, Venerable Master Chin Kung, 
nine UNESCO ambassadors visited Toowoomba as part of a peace delegation. For 
a regional city in Australia, the significance of this event cannot be understated. 
According to William Conwell, former administrative officer for the University of 
Southern Queensland’s Multifaith Centre – a service that helps students connect 
with faith communities – the extent of community building and social integration 
occurring in Toowoomba and the level of recognition for such commitment was 
unprecedented: 
Over 15 years ago, I would have never expected that we as a 
community would be looking to UNESCO to actually designate our 
city as the Model City in the world…This is not just an Australia 
sort of push. This is a push for recognition in the world. You don’t 
get that opportunity and you don’t gain that interest from this kind 
of organisation unless you’ve been doing some exceptional things 
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here in the region. And, I would have to say, that is where we are 
at with this. 
The fact that Conwell would never have expected UNESCO to visit 15 
years ago is an indication of the conservative Christian history of the city. 
However, the influence of religious and cultural changes via immigration has 
shifted the perception and experience of Toowoomba to that of being a peaceful 
multifaith and multicultural environment attracting interest from a global 
intergovernmental organisation. Barton stated that the impetus for the UNESCO 
visit originated with communication between a diversity of faiths in regard to 
Venerable Master Chin Kung’s vision of peace and harmony and its 
implementation in Toowoomba: 
Actually, I think the fact that they’ve managed to attract UNESCO 
has taken years. That started off from interfaith dialogue. That’s the 
first time UNESCO has visited Australia, anywhere in Australia. 
The ambassadors turned up here last week because Toowoomba’s 
going to be proclaimed a city of peace and harmony. It’s a great 
marketing thing as well, but, also, it’s based in some realities. The 
interfaith religious management thing is one big piece of living in 
a multicultural society. It’s something that has its place. It has to be 
respected. It has to be nurtured.   
Commenting about the reasons for the UNESCO visit, mayor Paul 
Antonio highlighted the fact that although the PLLCA’s vision of a Model City is 
important, Toowoomba is also a welcome zone for refugees and is home to 
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residents who have endorsed a local campaign to end domestic violence (Masters, 
2017). This indicates that there are multiple contributing factors in order for the 
broader goal of peace and harmony to be successfully implemented. For example, 
the Welcome Refugee Zone status complements and supports the PLLCA’s social 
structure of Toowoomba as a Model City. According to the Refugee Council of 
Australia (2015), a Refugee Welcome Zone is a “Local Government Area which 
has made a commitment in spirit to welcoming refugees into the community, 
upholding the human rights of refugees, demonstrating compassion for refugees 
and enhancing cultural and religious diversity in the community”. Therefore, in 
order for Toowoomba to have been recognised as a Refugee Welcome Zone in 
2013, social and religious authorities must have endorsed a structure that accepts a 
diversity of religious, spiritual, and secular beliefs, values, and practices that new 
citizens bring with them.  
Indeed, the Refugee Council of Australia’s section on Toowoomba (2013) 
detailed how this had been achieved by stating that the Toowoomba Regional 
Council has partnered with the Pure Land Learning College’s Goodwill 
Committee, the University of Southern Queensland, and other community and 
faiths groups as part of a joint effort to make Toowoomba a Model City. The 
extent of this interaction and cooperation between social authorities and religious 
leaders in Toowoomba was evident when  
in December 2011, at the ten-year anniversary celebration of the 
PLLCA, many faith and community leaders, including former 
mayor of Toowoomba, Cr Peter Taylor, expressed their wish and 
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support to make Toowoomba a Model City for the whole world 
(PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 7). 
It should be noted that current mayor of Toowoomba, Paul Antonio, also 
holds this conviction (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 43) and is therefore a demonstration 
of the long-term commitment between the local council and PLLCA in working 
with one another.   
A final example looks at the University of Southern Queensland, 
Toowoomba’s first and only university, and how this organisation has helped 
develop a model of peace and harmony. When asked about the religious 
environment of Toowoomba, Conwell stressed the benefits of the multifaith 
model developed within the university chaplaincy program: 
I have to come back to the multifaith model … They can spend 
time, these are religious leaders and spiritual representatives, they 
can spend time together developing programs for the community, 
for the people of the community which sets an example to those 
who are looking to their leaders for leadership…We developed a 
working model for the university. And, I’m not going to say that 
we were the leaders in this area but, I would say that our multifaith 
centre did have an impact within the community. It’s hard to think 
that one of the biggest, if not the biggest, employers in the region 
doesn’t have some kind of leadership impact within the 
community.  
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The USQ Multi-Faith services webpage (2017) states that not only has the 
university adopted a model which is capable of responding to different religious 
and spiritual needs, but it also specifically aims for an inter-religious harmony 
approach that provides resources and “direction to spiritual and religious services 
around the USQ campuses”. Part of this cooperation and referral involves 
university leaders, such as previous multifaith chaplain coordinator Evan Reichelt, 
who had this to say in regard to reaching out and being part of a broader multifaith 
network as found in the PLLCA’s Model of Peace and Harmony: 
I’ve been to lots of seminars, forums. Pure Land has a thing at the 
moment to get Toowoomba recognised as the peace capital of the 
world. And we are going a long way to doing that. I was one of the 
delegations to go to Bangkok to do that. We had UNESCO here 
just two weeks ago to see what Toowoomba is and how it works. 
So, I think Toowoomba is a very good, tolerant city, and they are 
trying to push it as a model city for the world, for other people. I 
am sure there are other cities in the world who are just as good if 
not better but, this is the one that Pure Land has picked out. I think 
Toowoomba has got a lot going for it. 
Jagdish Narayan, a Christadelphian, also commented about how different 
applications of the multifaith model support the social structure of a multi-actor 
peace building network rather than competition: 
I think the multifaith network, the multifaith festival, the university 
multifaith and multicultural student association, the police, we are 
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all complimenting each other and supporting each other. Not 
competing against each other. We are not saying, because the 
university is doing that, I am going to do that. We are not competing 
with the university. We are all supporting each other and working 
together with church, university, council, interfaith leaders, we are 
all working together for one common purpose. I would not say they 
are more effective than us because we are all working together. We 
are in each other’s committees. We know what they are doing, what 
we are doing, and we compliment and help each other. 
According to Bouma’s theory of religious management, this is an example 
of a social structure promoting inter-group harmony. Conflict is minimised 
because the PPLCA’s MMC actively seeks out and reinforces multi-actor peace 
building networks in order to successfully manage religious diversity in 
Toowoomba. Furthermore, this also contributes to the organisations main goal of 
transforming the city into a model of peace and harmony.   
Having detailed UNESCO’s interest in Toowoomba, the relevance of the 
Welcome Refugee Zone, and the role of the Multi-Faith service at USQ, the 
significance of these examples is that they are social markers of community 
building and social integration strategies that are part of a broader multifaith 
model for successfully managing a diversity of religions. What is important to 
state is that these strategies, and the resources that they offer, have been 
purposefully directed toward the PLLCA’s social structure of transforming 
Toowoomba into a Model City. Not only can the relationships within this 
structure facilitate new interactions, cooperate with pre-existing social networks, 
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and incorporate peacebuilding elements from other multifaith and multicultural 
organisations and institutions, they actively seek out and reinforce this type of 
religious management.  
The Multifaith Model of the Pure Land Learning College 
Association 
When considering the PLLCA’s goal of transforming Toowoomba into a city of 
peace and harmony, the interfaith network is central to this process. According to 
the PLLCA’s MMC official publication, Building a Model City in Toowoomba 
(2015, p. 13), in order for peace, harmony, and stability to humanity to occur, people 
from different religions and spiritualities must first learn to understand and 
cooperate with one another. This idea was first put forward by PLLCA’s leader, 
Venerable Master Chin Kung, in 2005 when answering the question of how diverse 
countries, political parties, ethnic groups, and religious groups could treat one 
another equally and get along harmoniously (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 14). In order 
to turn this from theory into practice, Venerable Master Chin Kung decided to 
ground his experience and knowledge of Chinese ancestors, saints, and sages in the 
area of achieving good governance for a nation within the context of a religiously 
diverse city. Proving the validity of these teachings is why Toowoomba was chosen 
as a peaceful experimental model, one in which the successful management of 
religious diversity would be a leading example of community building and social 
integration strategies for broader political, ethnic, and national issues. 
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As explained above, the PLLCA’s Strategic Road Map depicts how this 
organisation is going to make Toowoomba a Model City. This is achieved by 
emphasising the community building and social integration aspects of religion as 
stated under the strategic objectives heading. Specifically, this includes 
developing multifaith engagement, the establishment of multicultural programs, 
and the facilitation of social trust among the community. It should be noted that 
the step-by-step format of this diagram is also a validation of Barton’s 
requirement for managing religious diversity. That is to say, the PLLCA’s MMC 
has introduced a social structure for the implementation and development of an 
interfaith network in Toowoomba.  
Grouped under the Core Programmes section of the Strategic Road Map, 
this section includes the following objectives of social development: 
1 – Dialogues of Humanity 
 2 – Community Engagement Programmes 
 3 – Community and Leaders Network 
 4 – Building Bridges 
 5 – Peace Education Forums 
Muhammed Haniff Abdul Razak, spokesperson for the PLLCA’s MMC, 
explained that these objectives are a fundamental part of the process when 
interacting with and managing a diversity of religions: 
Put it this way, whatever you do, you must always draw a strategy 
plan in anything you want to do. You must focus on what’s your 
mission statement. You must focus on your objectives. You must 
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focus on what exactly you want to do and what you hope to achieve. 
To be able to get me connected with all these people it would be 
good by knowing exactly what we want and let’s move in that 
direction. That will, in one way or another, help you. Give you 
some sense of direction. So, one of the policies that we have here 
is that everyone matters. I work with individuals. I work with 
organisations. I work with everyone. The local government, the 
politicians, you don’t want to leave the politicians out. 
Although these core programmes are integral to making Toowoomba a 
model city, the Community Engagement Programmes and Building Bridges 
objectives will be given precedence in this section. This is due to the fact that they 
offer an understanding of the norms and expectations embedded in the social 
structure of the PLLCA MMC’s Strategic Road Map. 
 Community Engagement Programs 
There are many examples of the PLLCA’S MMC engaging and working with 
organisations, groups, and individuals in the community in order to manage 
religious diversity. An example is the two-day National Interfaith Conference and 
Workshop held on 16-17 November 2017 held at the PLLCA. As indicated by 
Haniff’s response regarding the importance of working with politicians, it is not 
surprising that those in attendance included mayor Paul Antonio and Member for 
Groom (the national parliamentary seat for the Toowoomba region) John McVeigh, 
both of whom were asked to deliver special addresses at the event. What this 
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demonstrates is the commitment that social authorities in Toowoomba have made 
in accepting not only the diversity of religion but also its celebration.  
For example, when asked about his interaction with religious or spiritual 
groups in Toowoomba, Member for Toowoomba South, David Janetzki, had the 
following to say: 
Most Christian denominations I’ve had something to do with and 
also Muslims and Buddhists. The nature of those interactions 
depends. Like I said at the start, it will often be attending functions. 
I received submissions when the mosque was seeking council 
approvals in respect of the redevelopment of their mosque. So, I 
received submissions on that. I received submissions again from 
Muslim leaders in town in respect of 18C amendments. They are 
the amendments that are currently under consideration by the 
federal parliament.  
Sometimes it will be of that nature. Other times it will be showing 
up at a function. The Christian denominations often will have 
particular issues that they want to campaign on. Whether that be, 
we’ve had one recently to make Toowoomba a city free of 
pornography. So, often you will receive invitations for elected 
officials to attend those functions. I just spent this morning at the 
Base, which is a soup kitchen for the homeless, which operates out 
of a church ministry to our homeless community. I have a range of 
interactions with a range of faiths for a variety of reasons. 
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Although each politician may have had different personal reasons for 
attending, by making the decision to take part in an interfaith event held at the 
PLLCA, they were showing support for the social structure of the Strategic Road 
Map in managing religious diversity. Considered from the perspective of Bouma’s 
(2004, p. 13) theory of religious management, this is due to the fact that the 
successful interaction of religion occurs when social authorities accept and 
tolerate a religious diversity.  
Furthermore, the reason that events such as the National Interfaith 
Conference and Workshop held by the PLLCA have garnered widespread support 
is that they offer ways to manage religious diversity in a peaceful manner. As 
explained in Chapters 6 and 7, the main ways of achieving this are programs and 
solutions that contribute to peaceful interreligious relations and the resolution of 
religiously based disagreements by working with religious groups, local 
government, and interfaith and multicultural organisations. According to one 
participant of the event, Dr Peter Hoppe, Interfaith and Cultural Dialogue 
Facilitator at the Abbey Church at St Michaels, the purpose of the event was 
twofold: not only did it offer “timely topics, high quality presenters and well 
facilitated dialogue circles and plenary sessions”, but it also provided a 
“permanent and meaningful space where young people, being the future interfaith 
and cultural dialogue generation, can participate by working on issues relevant to 
them” (PLLCA MMC 2017). Specifically, the issues that were discussed at 
plenary sessions included: 
• Living in a Culturally Diverse Society Without Compromising One’s Faith 
• Identifying and Promoting Universal Principles and Values 
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• Creating Safe Spaces for Meaningful Conversation within Multicultural       
Communities 
• Religion and Spirituality in the 21st Century 
• Young People in the Interfaith Space 
By discussing these topics at the National Interfaith Conference and 
Workshop, participants were invited to enter into a dialogical process that 
cultivates an understanding of diverse faiths and an awareness of the lived 
everyday experiences of religious partners (Halafoff 2013, pp. 100-101). This 
creates an opportunity to challenge religious exclusivity and normalise a plurality 
of religions. It should also be noted that despite interfaith engagement programs 
held by the PLLCA’s MMC being heavily structured, they are not aimed at 
converting people into a particular way of thinking. Rather, it is about the open 
discussion of a Strategic Road Map for religious diversity management that 
requires not only leadership and guidance from each religion in order to realise 
peace and harmony, but also depends upon “every segment of the community to 
take ownership of this vision” (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 26).  
Despite this openness, some interview respondents have raised the issue 
that the message of religious diversity and harmony does not seem to be reaching 
new people. Member of the Hindu community in Toowoomba, Sarwan Narayan, 
introduced this concern when asked if there were any other issues that had not 
been addressed in the interview: 
Well, I want to say when I started it with Pure Land Learning 
College, I used to get very depressed because they called me to 
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come and give a talk and there’s no audience there. Or there was a 
very limited number. It used to be their own people there who are 
there all the time. I used to say to Haniff, (Razak) I find it hard to 
come this far and do all this hard work and then there is nobody to 
listen. But Venerable Master Chin Kung said even if one person is 
there you will one day take it on. They kept giving you the hope. 
We’re living on that hope. 
The hope that Sarwan Narayan speaks of is part of the PLLCA MMC’s 
strength as an interfaith resource. Although transforming Toowoomba into a 
Model City is the central focus of this organisation, gaining the trust of the 
broader community is an essential part of managing religious diversity.  
The Social Necessity of Trust 
Beginning in 2001 under the direction of Venerable Master Chin Kung, the PLLCA 
has hosted a Friendship Dinner every Saturday evening as a means to share and 
learn about the diverse faiths, cultures, and beliefs of community members (PLLCA 
MMC 2015, p. 22). Razak, local leader of the MMC, has called this process a ‘soft’ 
approach. Rather than directly debating someone on an issue, the important thing is 
to first connect with them as a human being:   
As we go along the journey, we meet religious leaders. We sit 
down. It’s very informal. We share meals. We share stories. We 
invite them and tell them, come. Share your faith. People need to 
know. What does the cross represent? What do you mean by 
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Namaste? What do you mean by Om? Why do you have so many 
deities? Can you tell me, I need to know? So, that has helped a lot. 
As we grow in 2016, we were very encouraged when a couple of 
us meet together and say, hey look. We are quite comfortable with 
each other. Why don’t we get something really structured? And, 
form a team, a working body where everyone can sit down and have 
a cup of coffee and discuss issues. If you look at it, it means there 
is some growth. Some more confidence of people saying, look, we 
need to come together. That’s how we got the Toowoomba 
Interfaith Working Group.  
The invitation for members of the community to join a meal and share 
their everyday lived experiences (McGuire 2008, p. 6) as a member of a religious 
tradition, spiritual group, or secular philosophy, produces mutual trust and 
reciprocity. This resource can in turn be accessed to create new networks that 
develop and strengthen the structure of community building and social integration 
networks. The Toowoomba Interfaith Working Group and Goodwill Committee 
are examples of this because they grew directly out of the soft approach that 
Razak emphasises. The PLLCA is therefore an organisation that generates active 
and unprecedented forms of religious management and contributes to the multi-
actor peace building network operating in Toowoomba. 
However, there are limits to religious diversity in the context of 
Toowoomba whereby “some beliefs, practices, orientations are beyond the pale as 
they violate some more general institutional norm” (Bouma 1999, p. 24). As 
analysed in the next chapter, this includes groups such as the United Patriots Front 
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and the Antipodean Resistance who have been met with concern and 
peacebuilding counternarratives from community leaders. 
Conclusion 
The emergence of religious diversity in Toowoomba has led religious groups, local 
government, and interfaith and multicultural organisations to prioritise peaceful 
management strategies. Following the second aim of this study, I found that one 
particular organisation, the Pure Land Learning College Association’s (PLLCA) 
Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre (MMC), has established itself as an authority and 
leader on interfaith dialogue and activism in the region. In order to understand how 
this organisation is managing religious diversity I utilised Bouma’s (2004) theory 
of management, which outlines four sociocultural factors that contribute to religious 
diversity and harmony. Three of these were examined. The fourth sociocultural 
factor of an urban demography where one religious group dominates (in some 
contexts) was explored in Chapter 1.  
The first sociocultural factor is a history of managing religious diversity. 
The PLLCA has a history of interfaith dialogue with their weekly Saturday 
Friendship Dinners since the organisation was established in 2001. Furthermore, 
the PLLCA’S MMC was specifically created to facilitate and promote inter-
religious harmony (PLLCA 2015, p. 26). The second sociocultural factor is a 
social structure which promotes inter-religious harmony. By self-nominating as 
the organisation responsible for managing religious diversity in Toowoomba, the 
social structure of the PLLCA’s MMC promotes interfaith dialogue and activism 
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within the community. Indeed, their Strategic Road Map requires “leadership and 
guidance from each religion” and including “every segment of the community to 
take ownership of this vision” (PLLCA 2015, p. 26).  
The last sociocultural factor is a religious institution that accepts diversity. 
The purpose of the PLLCA’s MMC is to make Toowoomba a Model City. To this 
end, their strategy for managing religious diversity originated from within the 
religious community and is at the centre of interfaith dialogue and activism in 
Toowoomba. Support from religious groups, local government, and interfaith and 
multicultural organisations has influenced the religious institution and changed 
the levels of belief and practice to favour specific outcomes. In the case of 
Toowoomba, the PLLCA MMC’s Strategic Road Map has changed the religious 
institution from tolerating religious diversity to actively celebrating it. This was 
not entirely a top-down process regarding generalised norms and expectations of 
religious diversity; it also emerged as a grassroots-up process (Halafoff 2016, p. 
105) with a strategic and structured effort by the PLLCA’s MMC to produce 
harmony and reduce conflict among a diversity of religions. 
For all of the positive interaction engendered by the various interreligious 
actors in Toowoomba, including the PLLCA’s MMC, as the arson attacks on the 
Garden City Mosque demonstrate there is still discontent about the process of 
change. As will be revealed in the next chapter, much of this comes from those 
who are unwilling to embrace the idea of Toowoomba as a ‘Model City’.  
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Chapter 6  
Challenges to the Interfaith Network 
Australian chairman of the far-right group the United Patriots Front (UPF), Blair 
Cottrell, promised supporters recently that “this series of rallies is going to be 
massive – huge”, and that he wanted the political presence to be as “big as it could 
possibly be. It’s going to be the most powerful, most popular political force in this 
country” (Miko 2015a). Made at the end of 2015, these comments refer to the UPF’s 
ambition to become a registered political party and its plan to organise a number of 
launch events at the beginning of 2016 in cities such as Toowoomba in Queensland, 
Orange in New South Wales, and Bendigo in Victoria (Brisbane Times 2016). At 
its height, the UPF’s Facebook page had 120,000 followers before being deleted in 
May 2017 (SBS 2017). Nonetheless, the reality that a far-right political group 
wanted to kick-start an east coast grassroots movement in Toowoomba is telling in 
the context of this project. This is because Toowoomba has recently had far-right 
groups including the UPF and the Antipodean Resistance (AR) trying to establish 
a political and social presence in the region. This move reveals the importance of 
peacebuilding efforts by religious groups, local government, and interfaith and 
multicultural organisations to counter this process.  
This chapter addresses this issue by critically examining those opponents 
in Toowoomba who challenge the reality of a multifaith environment and peaceful 
interreligious relations. As discussed in Chapter 5, the interfaith network is the 
Pure Land Learning College Association’s (PLLCA) strategy of transforming 
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Toowoomba into a Model City. Challenges to this network will be demonstrated 
via four case studies that range from the demands of everyday living through to 
premeditated violence. The first case study begins with the demands of personal 
faith and everyday living and explores how some religious actors must choose 
between interfaith engagement and personal requirements. The second looks at 
factors of resistance toward the PLLCA’s interfaith strategy. Exclusivist claims to 
truth and the fear of being converted are the main issues examined. The third case 
study is on religious traditions, new spiritual movements, and secular groups and 
individuals who choose to remain neutral toward the interfaith movement. 
Particular attention is given to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
commonly known as Mormons, and the Jewish community. The last case study 
looks at violence and extremism as a form of resistance against religious 
cooperation, harmony, and Toowoomba’s interfaith network. Despite attacks on 
specific religions within the multifaith environment of Toowoomba, the Model 
City initiative has been modestly successful in countering religious conflict via its 
multi-actor peacebuilding network.  
The Demands of Personal Faith and Everyday Living 
Despite or perhaps because of their small membership numbers, interview 
participants from the Christian denominations of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (Mormons) and the Society of Friends (Quakers) stated that time 
and geographical location can hinder engagement with interfaith activities. For 
some religious actors, a commitment not only to their own faith but also to an 
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interfaith network is a time-consuming burden. According to Bouma (p. 35), the 
religious institution of Australia normalises the idea that: 
groups are expected to offer and adopt forms of belief and practice 
that are not intensely demanding… People in their late teens and 
twenties are not expected to give religion and spirituality much 
time, at least until they have children and then they might be 
legitimately too busy. 
Indeed, individuals who do not live within the vicinity of Toowoomba’s 
religious community are forced to prioritise their own faith commitments above 
an interfaith network such as the PLLCA’s Multifaith Multicultural Centre 
(MMC). 
One such example is Bishop Samuel R. Gilkes of the Mormon community 
in Toowoomba. Despite celebrating over 60 years since the first and only 
Mormon Chapel was built in Toowoomba in 1957, the Mormon community is 
nonetheless a new religious movement that is still making its mark on the 
religious landscape. According to the official resource of Mormon news in 
Australia called the Newsroom (2018), this process involves a high level of 
personal participation from the bishop as they are thought to be divinely inspired 
by God to undertake this position. While there are many responsibilities for the 
role of bishop, the fact that there is an absence of paid, professional clergy means 
that “most members contribute through voluntary efforts”. Although Gilkes does 
acknowledge that “people, no matter what religion they come from, should be 
able to be friends. Any religion worth its salt should foster friendship and care and 
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respect for the community”, his personal commitments to the church have made 
engaging with the PLLCA’s MMC difficult to undertake: 
I have met people. They came to an activity we held last year and I 
have been invited to participate just recently. The reason I haven’t 
been is really because between my work and my responsibilities 
here at church, my time is fairly taken up. There are a number of 
people in our ward who are members of that though. When I say 
ward, I mean our congregation, our geographic area. I do intend to 
be [involved], when things level out and I get my head around what 
I’m doing. 
In her book The Multifaith Movement: Global Risks and Cosmopolitan 
Solutions (2011, p. 110), Anna Halafoff describes how post 9/11, interfaith and 
religious organisations are often beset by a lack of resources resulting from 
“increasing demands for engagement which exceeded their capacity”. For 
religious actors such as Gilkes, although he has been approached to join interfaith 
initiatives in Toowoomba, he cannot avoid his responsibilities as bishop within 
the Mormon community. For others, such as an anonymous member of the 
Quaker community in Toowoomba, not living in the local area is another factor 
that limits the amount of time spent on engaging with interfaith organisations: 
Quakers who are in Toowoomba have much more connection. In 
terms of the actual Quaker group, there are probably, as you know 
it is a very small group. There are four regular members or attenders 
who live in Toowoomba. And the rest of us live in Stanthorpe, 
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Pittsworth, and Helidon. And, partly because of cost, we tend not 
to come in for those kinds of things or are more connected with the 
local community. 
If you look at the Toowoomba region, the Toowoomba region is 
very Toowoomba-centric. One reason I’m connected with 
Toowoomba is that I’ve worked here and our kids have gone to 
school and high school here, but there are a lot of people in smaller 
areas who don’t get involved. And that would be half the Quakers. 
I think it is time as well. People are incredibly time-poor. I think 
people do what they can. If they are involved in one or two 
organisations and if they have families, that’s it. 
Considering this, Ammerman (2014) argues that the everyday reality of 
religion is important to acknowledge. Although it is tempting to locate interfaith 
initiatives within places of worship, spaces of dialogue, and conversations over a 
dedicated dinner such as the weekly Friendship Dinner of the PLLCA, “looking 
for lived religion does mean that we look for the material, embodied aspects of 
religion as they occur in everyday life, in addition to listening for how people 
explain themselves” (Ammerman 2014, p. 190). It therefore follows that for both 
Gilkes and the anonymous Quaker member, despite wanting to engage with 
interfaith initiatives in Toowoomba, the realities of everyday living demand that 
available resources are better spent elsewhere; or at least, these were the reasons 
they were prepared to declare to me.  
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This is what Halafoff (2013, p. 111) found when interviewing participants 
from the interfaith movement. Not only are the types of resources utilised by 
religious, spiritual, and nonreligious actors emotional, but they also include 
considerable amounts of time and money. Furthermore, even though an interfaith 
organisation may have the means to establish a social network, the personal 
limitations of time and money prevent some individuals from joining. However, 
should an interfaith organisation or group ignore this reality and demand 
resources that exceed an individual’s capacity, they are at risk of becoming a 
burden or even something to be resisted. The next section examines resistance to 
interfaith initiatives in Toowoomba by looking at religious exclusivity, fear of 
conversion, and lack of interest. 
Resistance to the Interfaith Movement 
If an organisation, group, or individual does not want to join an interfaith network 
due to limited personal resources, how is an organisation such as Pure Land or any 
interfaith network supposed to respond? John Bishop, who is a member of the 
Toowoomba Freemason community and practising Buddhist, raised this issue when 
questioned about religious groups that purposefully isolate themselves in the 
community: 
I think it gets back to the thing, how do you do that? I can’t see a 
way forward on that because if there are guidelines within a certain 
religion that say you cannot do this and you can’t do that with the 
other religious groups, all they have got to do is change their 
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doctrine, their rules, so that you can have this bridging. And look 
at what happens with Christian religious groups. It happens all the 
time. I’ve had family where they’ve become a particular religious 
group and would have nothing to do with the rest of the family 
because of their rules. So, I don’t know how you do it. I have no 
idea. 
Bishop’s response is a good foundation for understanding why some 
religious, spiritual, and nonreligious actors question not just interfaith objectives, 
but also the long-term viability of having different religions and spiritualities 
cooperate on social issues. To begin with the former, a primary source of 
resistance to interfaith objectives is the fear of losing one’s belief system when 
exposed to dialogue that favours commonality among religions (Halafoff 2013, p. 
116). The theory of exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism is a framework that 
categorises religious diversity according to three positions of social interaction. 
First, exclusivist positions state that their religious beliefs are the only path to 
truth. Second, pluralist positions recognise that there may be more than one path 
to truth and that partial or total systems of belief can be correct simultaneously. 
And last, inclusivist positions are a centrist approach that allows for multiple 
traditions to be the holders of partial truth with only one tradition containing the 
whole truth (Norton 2019). 
Following this reasoning, exclusivist positions in Toowoomba are 
therefore incompatible with an interfaith organisation such as Pure Land which 
maintains that “all religions are based on the teachings of the one true God whose 
wisdom is fundamentally benevolence, compassion, and universal love” (PPLCA 
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MMC 2015, p. 13). Many interview respondents were aware of this issue. 
Parliamentary member for South Toowoomba, David Janetzki, thought that “there 
will always be an element that will be resistant to difference. But, on the whole, 
Toowoomba is very accepting.” Evan Reichelt, member of the Lutheran 
community and former multifaith chaplain coordinator at the University of 
Southern Queensland (USQ), identified that there are pockets of resistance within 
the Christian communities in Toowoomba: 
Unfortunately, sometimes the mainline churches are inclined to 
stick to themselves a little bit. Sometimes that will happen. And 
then you get the Christian Leaders Network which, they can stick 
together a little bit. They don’t mix terribly much with interfaith. 
The mainline churches are better in the sense that the Catholic, 
Anglican, Uniting, and Lutheran, they do mix with multifaith. But, 
the Christian Leaders Network don’t. I feel that they’re not really 
doing that. They want to help Toowoomba by themselves instead 
of working together as a community. They’re doing a good job but, 
I think it has got to be a holistic approach. That’s the way I see it. 
It is important to note that this is not a Christian-centric phenomenon. A 
member from the Hindu community, Sarwan Narayan, spoke about minority 
religions and spiritualities in Toowoomba resisting interfaith engagement in their 
own way: 
Yes. People of the same religion have the problem because there 
are so many sects. We say Hinduism, how many have come out of 
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it? Sai Baba, Sikhs, even Bahia’s come out of Hinduism. They have 
sects of their own. They don’t want to mix with others. They say 
that theirs is supreme. If you don’t recognise it, that theirs is 
supreme, Hinduism is actually very broad minded. They say there 
is one God but many ways of getting to Him. And many languages, 
many forms. Whatever way that you want to approach, he is always 
there. If you never say a prayer to God He will still look after you.  
So, with this, it becomes difficult. People of the same group I find, 
have tensions among themselves because they think they are 
supreme. One church won’t go to another. What’s the purpose of 
being staunch? We have to be like Mahatma Ghandi was, all one 
level. It’s very hard to strike one level with religious groups. The 
fear is always there. People think that you will not accommodate 
them or you will not give them a chance. So, they stay away. 
Although sociologist and philosopher Jurgen Habermas (2006, p. 4) agrees 
that the freedom of religious belief is a necessary foundation for balancing the 
challenges of religious pluralism, he nonetheless maintains that this is no longer 
enough. What must now take place is a meeting point whereby different religions, 
spiritualities, and nonreligious philosophies can “reach agreement on the always 
contested delimitations between a positive liberty to practice a religion of one’s 
own and the negative liberty to remain spared from the religious practices of the 
others” (Habermas 2006, p. 4). However, this can be difficult to implement for it 
requires mutual trust and reciprocity that is not always available or achievable 
among social actors. 
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Fear of Conversion 
A particular type of resistance to interfaith initiatives was expressed by 
Christadelphian Jagdish Narayan. It should be noted here that Christadelphians are 
a sectarian group who “draw sharp lines between those who are in the truth” and 
those who are not (Lippy 2018, p. 277). This form of exclusivism is the antithesis 
of interfaith initiatives because the “mere coexistence of religions is not possible – 
the natural tendency to an exclusive self-assertion predominates” (Pratt 2007 p. 
256). For Narayan, not only is there a general sense of fear regarding the agenda of 
the PLLCA’s MMC, but the fact that interfaith initiatives were being conducted 
within a Buddhist organisation was a source of mistrust due to a fear of conversion:  
The key hindrance is people fear. People fear because as soon as 
they know PLLCA, Pure Land Learning College, they think it’s 
Buddhist. Oh, don’t go there, It’s Buddhist. So, we find that people 
have a fear where as soon as I go near there I’ll be converted or I 
will lose my faith or they will try and force me to change my 
religion. That’s the fear. And, that is stopping people at the 
moment, hindering the progress because people do not want to 
come forward. They are too frightened to come forward thinking 
that they will be watered down. Especially Hinduism. They are 
very, very frightened because Hindus have got a lot of sects where 
there are people who won’t even share meals together, they have 
their own meals. So, they don’t want to have anything to do with it. 
Fear is a major thing. Fear of conversion. 
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The fear of conversion extends to the PLLCA’s MMC vision of a model 
city of peace due to its origins within a place of Buddhist worship. However, as 
Chapter 5 made clear, even if a secular organisation such as the local council were 
to establish an interfaith network, there would also be resistance to nonreligious or 
secular forms of religious management. In addition, although there may be a fear 
of conversion and general fear regarding the agenda of the PLLCA, it does not 
necessarily mean that interfaith initiatives are unsuccessful in Toowoomba. The 
spokesperson for the PLLCA’s MMC, Muhammed Haniff Abdul Razak, was 
aware of this and identified resistance toward interfaith initiatives based on a fear 
of the unknown: 
I still think, this is my view again, I still think there could be some 
conservative groups that may want to interact. Probably, it’s not 
that they don’t want to interact. My sense is, probably, they don’t 
know you. Secondly, when I don’t know you, I’m very fearful of 
you. What are you up to? Are you going to convert me? So, there’s 
still a long process. This is where the TIWG (Toowoomba 
Interfaith Working Group) hope to reach out to more religious 
groups to bring them on board. But it’s not going to be an overnight 
kind of thing. It needs a lot of patience, understanding. It’s needs a 
lot of time. But there are. I won’t deny that. If you read some of the 
comments in the Chronicle you can find out for yourself how 
positive they are. 
Razak assumes that once an unaffiliated religious or spiritual organisation, 
group, or individual becomes familiar with the PLLCA MMC’s vision of a Model 
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City, they will be less fearful and more open to mutual trust and cooperation. This 
was certainly the case for some participants. Returning to Christadelphian Jagdish 
Narayan, his commitment to the teachings of Jesus Christ about not excluding 
anyone and to participate in religious environments that differed from personal 
worship led him to engage with the Pure Land community: 
As a Christian, my church where I come and where I preach, they 
are very orthodox. Orthodox in the sense that they don’t want to 
mix with other people. They believe that if you are Christian the 
Bible teaches us to be separate. Therefore, we keep separate and 
marry within our faith, we eat and sleep within our faith, and we 
have got nothing to do with the world because that is not our place 
to be. That’s how a lot of Christians interpret the Bible. But I had a 
different view. My view was that Jesus did participate. The reason 
why the churches believe this, when you go out into the public 
place outside your area, then you tend to compromise. You tend to 
water down your religion. You tend to be brainwashed or you tend 
to be pressured by other groups to water down or to change or to 
support them. So, therefore, it is a danger. It is fire, don’t go near 
the fire. That’s how the Christians interpret.  
It is important to note that Narayan located his position in a theology that 
supported his decision to participate with the PLLCA’s MMC. This goes against 
his own denomination’s exclusivist orientation whereby Christadelphians are to 
keep separate from all other religions, spiritualities, and the nonreligions. Yet, for 
Narayan, the similarities between his own faith and the PLLCA MMC’s goal of 
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making Toowoomba a Model City outweighed any criticism from the 
Christadelphian community:  
I didn’t look at it that way. My church was very angry with me. 
They might even push me out. I had to convince them. I am a living 
Christian. Living Christian means that I live by the Bible. Jesus did 
not push anybody out. He did not say don’t touch me. He didn’t say 
that. He didn’t say to the women at the well, because you are not a 
Jew I’m not going to drink from her hand. But what he said all the 
way is he mixed with everybody. He fed the four thousand people, 
five people. And they were not all Jews. They were Jews and 
Gentiles. Two things Jesus gave was love and compassion. 
Therefore, we as a Christian, I also believe that we should maintain 
the principle of going out and help people as Jesus did. That’s why 
I joined PLL (Pure Land Learning). And I thought this is a place 
where I can be more effective in my religion in terms of preaching, 
then only preach to the converted. 
Jagdish’s last point on why he joined the PLLCA is also important. 
Although he states that other members in the Christadelphian community were 
hesitant to engage with Pure Land initiatives due to fear of being pressured to 
convert, the teachings of the Bible have been interpreted by Jagdish to justify his 
own acceptance of the interfaith community. It could therefore be argued that 
Narayan’s interaction with other religions was permissible when he no longer felt 
the need to defend his personal beliefs and values according to the 
Christadelphian tradition. This perspective assumes that fear-based conversion 
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associated with the PLLCA is an overreaction. Indeed, for Mohamed Taher (2006, 
p. 194), member of the Ontario Multifaith Council on Spiritual and Religious Care 
(Toronto) the idea of being converted is not necessarily fear-based and is perhaps 
nothing more than “an occupational hazard for interreligious dialoguers”. 
Bouma (2006, p. 54) offers a unique take on this idea by differentiating 
conversion from religious identification. While the idea of conversion as an 
“earthshattering redirection in a person’s life” can indeed occur, a second form of 
conversion known as religious identification is thought to be a series of “much 
smaller shifts…occasioning less dramatic change” (Bouma 2006, p. 54). Although 
Bouma gives the example of a shift in religious identification as being the growth 
of the nonreligious in Australia, this concept may also be applied to organisations, 
groups, and individuals who accept the everyday reality of a diversity of religions 
as well as the interfaith network used to manage them in contemporary society. 
Yet, if this type of identification is to be useful in managing religion in its social 
integration and peacebuilding aspects, there must at least be an attempt to be 
open-minded about others’ point of view. As an example of this, Philip H. Hwang 
(cited in Taher 2006, p. 194), former director of the Korean Institute of 
Philosophy and Religion, states:  
If we are really open-minded and honestly acknowledge the 
similarities and differences between religions, in the due process of 
time, it is quite possible to come to believe that the religions of 
other people are somehow much better than ours in many 
ways…one must be willing to be converted, and risk all the 
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consequences. Unless, we seriously entertain this sad thing, yes, it 
is a sad possibility, we will not have genuine dialogue. 
The absence of fear that Wang refers to is essential for the PLLCA 
MMC’s vision of making Toowoomba a Model City. It is this process that led 
Narayan to reconsider his religious identification as a Christadelphian who does 
not interact with other religions, spiritualities, and nonreligions. Although the 
notion of fear and its ability to weaken interfaith dialogue is important to 
acknowledge, there is another form of resistance that is equally problematic for 
the PLLCA.  
Lack of Interest and Interfaith Participation 
Toowoomba has experienced social change in the last 20 years in regard to religious 
diversity and more recently with the interfaith vision of a Model City established 
by the PLLCA’s MMC. Nonetheless, there are religious, spiritual, and nonreligious 
organisations, groups, and individuals who maintain a ‘live and let live’ 
perspective. That is to say, because the Australia Human Rights Commission (2018) 
protects the right for an individual to freely practice a religion or spirituality and to 
not be subject to coercion that would limit this freedom, there is no obligation to 
commit to a particular way of thinking about religion as found in an interfaith 
movement. Indeed, when describing the characteristics of Australia’s religious and 
spiritual landscape, Bouma (2006, p. 47) acknowledged that there is an inherent 
social “tolerance grounded in mutual respect as opposed to enforcing one group’s 
viewpoint on others as a primary mode of acceptable inter-religious group 
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relations”. For this reason, it should not be surprising that there are religious, 
spiritual, and nonreligious actors within Toowoomba who are not concerned one 
way or the other in regard to the PLLCA’s Model City interfaith initiative. 
 To give an example of this process, when asked about the religious envi-
ronment of Toowoomba and the role that interfaith networks play in successfully 
managing religious diversity, an anonymous member from the Jewish community 
said: 
So long as the religions which are in the minority don’t try and push 
their agenda and change the predominant cultural way of life…if 
there are problems or if some religions that are different insist on 
changes to the culture. Then it needs to be managed. If they accept 
things as they are and practice their religious views privately 
amongst themselves then Toowoomba people really don’t care 
what your religion is to quite honest. 
This response reveals an important distinction between members of an 
interfaith organisation, in this case Pure Land’s MMC (which favours strategic 
methods of religious management), and the general population’s interest and 
disposition towards such initiatives. For example, Dunn and Nelson (2011) were 
tasked with analysing 2033 submissions to the Freedom of Religion and Belief in 
the 21st Century Inquiry. As part of this process, they were directed to compare 
“the views and attitudes expressed in the submissions to those of the general 
Australian population” (2011, p. 1). Although a majority of submissions were 
favourable to the idea of religion within society, what is important to note is that 
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they found a significant difference between these submissions and the attitudes of 
the general population. Dunn and Nelson concluded that “many Australians are 
indifferent to religion, whereas parties contributing to the inquiry obviously have 
a strong interest in the role of religion in society, and this gives them a different 
perspective to the general population” (2011, p. 11). 
Despite a ‘live and let live’ attitude among some parties in Toowoomba’s 
religious landscape, it must be stressed that this is not the same thing as 
indifference. As an example of this, it should be pointed out that Dunn and 
Nelson’s meta-analysis does not give an indication of the general population that 
are religious yet do not publicly affiliate with organisations that promote interfaith 
networks and religious management. Frame (2009, p. 14) makes a further 
distinction in his Losing My Religion: Unbelief in Australia by arguing that to 
portray most Australians as indifferent to religion is to “overstate both belief and 
unbelief according to one’s own agenda…We are seeing not indifference but 
disinterest which is, I think, more widespread than indifference and has led to a 
casual attitude to religious claims”. 
This is the case for the Jewish community in Toowoomba. As mentioned 
above, because the right to privately practice Judaism is respected there is no need 
to publicly engage with others about the importance of Jewish beliefs and values 
within society. Subsequently, there is no need to join an interfaith network. Yet, 
due to the challenges of the interfaith network in Toowoomba, it is important to 
understand why the Jewish community have not participated in the PLLCA’s 
MMC. 
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The Jewish Community and the Multifaith Environment of Toowoomba 
This section focuses primarily on the Jewish community in Toowoomba. This is 
because in Australia, although the Jewish community and their relationship with 
society has been harmonious, there are nonetheless challenges. Among the chal-
lenges  
identified by Jones (2006), the most important for understanding the Jewish com-
munity and their relationship with Toowoomba’s interfaith movement are the fol-
lowing: 
• preserving Jewish identity in a society that offers numerous 
choices for an individual’s self-identification 
• confronting anti-Semitism 
• protection from terrorism 
• maintaining a satisfactory relationship with government  
 
Figure 6.1 – Monument Marking the Historical Site of Toowoomba’s 
Synagogue with a Church Nearby (The Author) 
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The Executive Council of Australian Jewry (Nathan 2018, p. 24) states 
that in 2018 there were 366 anti-Semitic incidents. The Antipodean Resistance 
were responsible for 36% of these incidents. This white nationalist movement is 
known for placing neo-Nazi imagery in public places and is discussed in the next 
section. Based on the reports of antisemitism, the preservation of Jewish identity 
has been a strategic effort from Australia’s Jewish community. Although “most 
Australian Jews can best be described as non-practising orthodox” (Rutland 2005, 
p. 96), the post-World War II establishment of ultra-orthodox synagogues and the 
strengthening of the Jewish school movement have been deliberate attempts to 
counter assimilation. This is reflected in the Jewish community of Toowoomba. 
According to an anonymous member, as long as the right to privately practice 
Judaism is respected there is no need to publicly engage with others about the 
importance of their beliefs and values within society:  
I can only comment from my perspective. From my perspective, if 
we practice our religion on our own and privately then there is 
nothing that stops us doing so and I can’t see how anyone can stop 
you. So, we get on with our life. We practice our religion with those 
of the same faith privately and we don’t disturb anyone and nobody 
disturbs us. That’s the way we’ve conducted our religion in all the 
time I’ve been around Toowoomba. 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, the Jewish community are also a numerically 
small group with a comparative lack of organisational and network opportunities. 
Combining this fact with a need for preserving Jewish identity gives an indication 
as to why they are not actively involved with interfaith initiatives such as PLLCA 
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MMC’s Model City. It is due to these reasons that the anonymous Jewish 
participant in my research does not agree with prescribed attempts to change the 
social institution of religion in Toowoomba to favour a minority’s perspective: 
Our philosophy has always been that you accept where you live and 
the cultures and ways of life where you are. If you believe that you 
should change the society, I’m a believer that you probably should 
go somewhere where that is more tolerated. And certainly, the 
larger centres are better places for large minority religions to 
practice because there is more organised religion and support of the 
culture. I can tell you from a Jewish point of view there is very little 
religious organisation so we get about our religious beliefs in 
private. If you want to force that upon the community, well, you 
are probably asking for trouble. I think, we believe live and let live, 
and we’ve had no problem on that basis. 
This quote also calls attention to other challenges of the Jewish 
community. As mentioned above, anti-Semitism, terrorism, and government 
cooperation are important social factors:  
I think Toowoomba as a whole accepts diversity. There is the 
celebration of languages and faiths from time to time and, I come 
back to my earlier point. I think Toowoomba’s very accepting if 
people don’t ask the city and the culture to change. Where they ask 
for change, I think that Toowoomba people can be quite intolerant. 
So, it’s a question of what does a different faith, culture ask? And, 
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if they are not obeying laws etcetera then there will be backlash. 
That’s the nature of the Toowoomba community as I see it. 
With this in mind, the anonymous Jewish member’s reason for not joining 
interfaith religious activities is also a precaution that limits unwanted public 
attention. As analysed in the next section, religious tension and extremist 
propaganda campaigns by far-right political movements involving Nazi imagery 
give the Jewish community cause for concern regarding public demonstrations of 
Judaism. 
The Impact of Religious Tension in Toowoomba 
Chapter 1 showed that recent immigration levels and the subsequent growth of 
world religions in Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism have dramatically changed the 
religious landscape of Toowoomba. While the percentage of the population who 
belong to these religions is below average compared with capital cities, their 
growing presence has provoked a number of extremist reactions, including the 
firebombing of the mosque that I described at the start of this research. According 
to Samartha (1982, p. 100), when interfaith dialogue and participation are not 
actively cultivated, this “can only lead to a closed particularity which feeds on itself 
and, in the process, impoverishes the community.” The mosque arson attacks, the 
United Patriots Front (UPF) trying to establish itself as a political movement, and 
the Antipodean Resistance (AR) placing Nazi imagery throughout prominent areas 
of Toowoomba are acts that impoverish interfaith peacebuilding and the successful 
management of religious diversity. This section looks at these forms of resistance 
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and analyses them within the context of white nationalism (which co-opts 
Christianity) and its purpose of creating religious tension within the community.  
Local Cases of Religious Nationalism 
The introductory chapter highlighted how Toowoomba’s first and only mosque has 
been the target of two arson attacks. Although the Garden City Mosque has since 
been rebuilt and upgraded in 2019, it was damaged almost beyond repair. It is clear 
that these attacks reveal extremist elements within Toowoomba that utilise violent 
and reactionary methods to oppose a growing multifaith environment and 
implicitly, the peacebuilding efforts of the PLLCA’S MMC interfaith network 
which seeks to ameliorate Islamophobia in the region. The purpose of these attacks 
is based on the issue of immigration and the arrival of new religions. This is because 
far-right movements that have tried to make their presence known in Toowoomba 
share the goals of promoting a nationalist socialist form of Christianity or Neo-
Nazism that targets Muslims, Jews, non-white immigrants, and the LGBTQI 
community. Therefore, in order to analyse the social implications of extremist 
propaganda and threats of violence in Toowoomba, a framework is required that 
can account for this type of resistance to the city’s Toowoomba’s interfaith network 
and its management of religious diversity. 
Sacks’ theory (2018, p. 30) on the relationship between religion and 
violence is that it is based on intergroup identity which depicts “‘Us’ defending 
ourselves against a threat from ‘Them’”. In particular trust between different 
social groups can breakdown and lead to “in-group solidarity and cohesion, and 
fear, suspicion and aggression towards out-groups” (Sacks 2015, p. 32). As 
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previously mentioned, the beginning of 2016 witnessed the UPF launch an 
unsuccessful political campaign event in Toowoomba. While the UPF has since 
disbanded and been superseded by dozens of newer groups (Koslowski 2019), the 
far-right nationalist mentality was a serious threat to Toowoomba’s interfaith 
network and minority religious groups such as Islam and Judaism. 
The most revealing incident about this group was that former UPF leader 
Blair Cottrell and two other members were found guilty of inciting serious 
contempt for Muslims by the Magistrates’ Court of Victoria, Australia (Oaten 
2017). Despite UPF members arguing that beheading a mannequin to protest the 
building of a mosque in Bendigo, Victoria was free speech, the magistrate 
disagreed stating that “we live in a community which is inclusive and [where] 
each individual deserves the right to live their life peacefully” (Oaten 2017, para. 
5). Moreover, the connection between the UPF, Neo-Nazism, anti-Semitism, and 
Islamophobia was emphasised by former Race Discrimination Commissioner Dr 
Tim Soutphommasane (2018, para. 33) when he stated that Cottrell “has called for 
every classroom in Australia to be adorned with a portrait of Adolf Hitler” and is 
someone “who has been convicted of arson, stalking and aggravated burglary”. 
Another example of a white nationalist movement in Toowoomba is the 
Antipodean Resistance (AR). The ideology and symbology of this group is “anti-
semitic, white supremacist, anti-homosexual and against non-white immigration. 
The group expresses veneration for Adolf Hitler and espouses National Socialism 
(Nazism) as an ideology” (Nathan 2018, p. 115). The similarities between the 
UPF and AR are unmistakable. This is a white nationalist group that has the 
central aim of taking the nation of Australia back from religious and cultural 
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groups they deem as inferior or ‘un-Australian’. In doing so, they co-opt 
Christianity as the preferred religion for Australians.  
 
Figure 6.2 – Antipodean Resistance Swastika Sticker in Queens Park, 
Toowoomba (Loftus 2018) 
As can be seen on the image above, the swastika stickers plastered around 
prominent areas of Toowoomba reflect this in an attempt to increase religious 
tension throughout the community. It should be noted here that when interviewing 
the anonymous 
member of the Jewish community, they preferred to keep a neutral stance 
in regard to public displays of Judaism and participating in the PLLCA MMC’s 
interfaith network. When considering that the Jewish community are a very small 
minority at 0.04% of the population and lack the local resources that other 
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religions have to address extremist propaganda issues, it is clear why they prefer 
to keep their faith private.    
Responding to Extremism and Violence 
The mosque arson attacks and the white nationalist movements of the UPF and AR 
in Toowoomba have challenged the way that religious diversity is managed. Sacks 
(2018, p. 30) argues that the violence and extremism of these groups is due to an 
absence of social trust and results in an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ approach. The example 
that Christadelphian Jagdish Narayan highlights where some Christians do not mix 
with other religions due to a fear of conversion or Muhammed Haniff Abdul Razak 
of the PLLCA’S MMC noting that there is a fear of the religious ‘other’ is also at 
the basis of the extreme reactions of religious nationalism. Nonetheless, the 
welcoming of a diversity of religions and cultures in Toowoomba has resulted in a 
multifaith environment that is able to respond to extremism and violence via an 
established interfaith network.  
As explained in Chapter 5, the only city-wide interfaith network is the 
PLLCA MMC. This organisation has established itself as a local resource that 
actively seeks out and reinforces multi-actor peace building networks in order to 
manage religious diversity. Part of this process involves working with local law 
enforcement. According to Razak, when religious tension arises in the 
community, members of the interfaith network gather and discuss the most 
appropriate way to manage the situation: 
Anything that develops we will try to, something unhealthy 
happened. What can we do? At the same time, we have this 
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Toowoomba religious group. There’s always this link now…We 
are very close with the police for the good of the community. So, 
we sit down and discuss, how do we manage it? 
Even the burning of the mosque. We got all of the Muslims together 
and said hey, look, this is a sad event. Don’t retaliate. And the 
Muslims were very good. Okay, how can we all work together. 
Something else we can do to repair. How does that come about? 
Obviously, there must be some mechanics about it right? Some 
connections there. Don’t take the law into your own hands. Let’s 
manage this the way it should be. Not violence for violence. It 
doesn’t work that way. 
The idea of responding to violence and extremism with peace is central to 
Toowoomba’s interfaith network and its ability to manage religious diversity. 
Although the mosque arson attacks and religious nationalist movements of the 
UPF and AR are able to be countered by the PLLCA MMC’s interfaith network, 
this is one part of the larger picture. The broader perspective is the Strategic Road 
Map which has the goal of transforming Toowoomba into a Model City. This 
includes a number of core programmes that are designed to help manage religious 
diversity in the future, and is the subject of the next chapter. 
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Conclusion 
The emergence of the Pure Land Learning College Association’s (PLLCA) Multi-
Faith Multicultural Centre (MMC) in Toowoomba has changed the cultural context 
to favour a more intense, contrived, and central form of religious diversity 
management. This is evidenced by the widespread support for the PLLCA MMC’s 
goal of transforming Toowoomba into a Model City. However, there have been a 
number of challenges to the success of this management strategy. This chapter 
addressed the third aim of this study by using a case study approach to explore the 
sociocultural factors that challenge the harmony of religious diversity in the region.  
The first case study looked at the demands of everyday living. For some 
participants, such as the anonymous Quaker I interviewed, living outside of the 
Toowoomba area has hindered involvement with interfaith activities. In this 
instance, the resources required to participate in an interfaith organisation exceed 
personal capacity (Halafoff 2013, p. 111). The PLLCA’s MMC can only respond 
by encouraging participation and offering invitations for upcoming events. 
Anything beyond this puts the organisation at risk of becoming a burden or even 
something to be resisted. 
The next case study focused on resistance to joining interfaith initiatives. 
According to Reichelt (former multifaith chaplain coordinator at the University of 
Southern Queensland), segments of Toowoomba’s Christian community do not 
interact with other religions and only operate within their own social networks. 
There are two overlapping reasons for this type of exclusivity. Firstly, there is a 
fear of conversion or losing one’s belief system when exposed to dialogue that 
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favours commonality and harmony among a diversity of religions (Halafoff 2013, 
p. 116). The Buddhist context of the PLLCA’s MMC is seen by exclusivist 
religious groups as a barrier to joining. Secondly, they believe that their religious 
beliefs are the only path to truth (Norton 2019). Religious groups that 
purposefully isolate themselves from the community are the antithesis of interfaith 
peacebuilding, and can only be countered with mutual trust and reciprocity. The 
PLLCA’s MMC seeks to achieve this by hosting interfaith events and promoting 
their Saturday Friendship Dinner in an effort to dispel fear and establish interfaith 
dialogue. 
Another problem for the PLLCA’s MMC is a lack of interest. The 
anonymous Jewish member held a ‘live and let live’ attitude based on respect and 
not enforcing a particular religious viewpoint on others (Bouma 2006, p. 47). This 
perspective reflects the general population in Australia who are indifferent to 
religious claims in society (Dunn & Nelson 2011, p. 11). However, for the Jewish 
community of Toowoomba, their numerically small membership, lack of 
organisational and networking opportunities, and sense of preserving Jewish 
identity (Rutland 2005, p. 96) are factors that limit unwanted public attention. 
This is especially important given the fact that white nationalist movements have 
recently vandalised public areas in Toowoomba with Nazi imagery.  
The last case study looked at local forms of religious tension. The mosque 
arson attacks, the far-right political movement of the United Patriots Front (UPF), 
and propaganda of the Antipodean Resistance (AR) are extreme forms of 
resistance that contribute to conflict among religious diversity. This process is 
based on an “Us” versus “Them” approach (Sacks 2015, p. 32) that seeks to 
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deliberately create fear and hatred in the community. In the case of Toowoomba, 
the Jewish and Muslim communities were the targets of Neo-Nazism, anti-
Semitism, and Islamophobia. This has changed how religious diversity is 
managed in the region. When religious conflict does occur, the PLLCA’s MMC 
responds by collaborating with religious groups, local government, and interfaith 
and multicultural organisations to create peacebuilding strategies. In doing so, 
they are making decisions and acting as part of a multi-actor network that 
facilitates harmony among religious diversity in the Toowoomba region.  
Having explored how interfaith interaction proceeds in Toowoomba, both 
positive and negative, and identified the prominence of the PLLCA’s MMC in 
promulgating peaceful relations, attention turns to the future. How long will this 
organisation remain in Toowoomba? What are its plans? And what else exists that 
can work towards peaceful interactions, and the fostering of tolerance and 
acceptance? These issues are explored in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7 
Religious Peacebuilding into the Future 
Early February 2018 marked the beginning of a year’s interfaith activity in 
Toowoomba for members of the Toowoomba Interfaith Working Group (TIWG). 
As they shared a walk and meeting at the heritage listed Picnic Point Lookout and 
Parkland, the purpose of the interfaith interaction was twofold: first, the TIWG 
remembered past successes of the Pure Land Learning College Association’s 
(PLLCA) Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre (MMC), pausing to reflect near a tree 
that was planted in 2017 to honour the visit of UNESCO Ambassadors. Second, the 
focus turned to the future as a discussion was held on final preparations for the 
upcoming annual International Interfaith Peace Conference to be hosted by the 
PLLCA (PLLCA MMC 2019). Although the remembrance of a past interfaith 
achievement is a source of celebration for the TIWG, the forward-looking approach 
of this group indicates that they will continue to work towards the shared goal of 
the PLLCA MMC’s Model City in Toowoomba. 
 
Figure 7.1 – Toowoomba Interfaith Working Group (PLLCA MMC 2018) 
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This chapter outlines how this goal will be achieved according to the 
PLLCA MMC’s strategy Everyone Matters. My critical analysis of this strategy 
identifies and describes six segments of the community and how they help make 
Toowoomba a Model City. First is the role of leadership as a source for managing 
religious diversity. Second, the business sector is examined with a focus on how it 
transforms religious belief into social action. The third section looks at the media 
and its presentation of local interfaith interaction. The fourth covers the 
community and explores the link between peacebuilding and the PLLCA MMC’s 
interfaith network. Fifth, the youth of Toowoomba and their education highlights 
the importance of interfaith awareness and its social normalisation for the next 
generation. Last is an analysis of the PLLCA MMC’s Model City and how this 
helps establish community peacebuilding into the future. 
This chapter also builds upon the rest of this research by examining how 
interfaith peacebuilding in Toowoomba will progress into the future. Indeed, 
census data indicates that the religious changes occurring in the region – a decline 
in Christian affiliation, the growth of Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam, and in 
increase in those with no religion – will continue in time. One outcome of this is 
that the broader religious institution has shifted from being Christian-centric to 
actively welcoming and celebrating a diversity of religions, cultures, and 
ethnicities. Interview participants indicated that these norms and expectations 
have been expanded and strengthened through the first and only city-wide 
interfaith network in the PLLCA’s MMC. By seeking out and creating new 
connections with other sources of interfaith peacebuilding, the MMC has 
established a multi-actor network that offers a new model for managing religious 
diversity, unique in Australia. Recent examples of management include getting 
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community support for Muslims following the mosque arson attacks, working 
with the local council and media to prevent far-right political campaigns from 
establishing a grassroots base, and attracting interest from a UNESCO peace 
delegation on interfaith harmony. Although support for this organisation may be 
due to the fact that there is no other social resource capable of offering city-wide 
interfaith peacebuilding, they have nonetheless made modest steps toward their 
goal of transforming Toowoomba into a Model City.  
The Role of Leadership 
Previous chapters have identified the PLLCA’s Model of Peace and Harmony as 
being the main source of religious diversity management and interfaith engagement 
in Toowoomba. It is therefore relevant to refer to the PLLCA MMC’s publication, 
Building a Model City in Toowoomba, in order to understand the vision, mission, 
and strategic objectives of future interfaith interactions and initiatives in the city. 
Although Chapter 4 identified the PLLCA’s Strategic Road Map for managing 
religious diversity in a multifaith context, the MMC publication presents a second 
diagram which expands upon this process and outlines how the entire community 
of Toowoomba could become actively involved in social integration and 
peacebuilding strategies. 
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Figure 7.2 – Everyone Matters (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 37). 
As can be seen on Figure 7.2, according to the PLLCA MMC’s strategy 
Everyone Matters, there are seven segments within the Toowoomba community 
that must work together in order for interfaith initiatives to be achieved. 
Therefore, in order to understand how the religious institution of Toowoomba will 
normalise future interfaith dialogue, events, programs, and interactions, the 
various parts of the community that have been identified determine the scope and 
intensity of peacebuilding through interfaith initiatives in the city. An example is 
the social segment of Leadership. The Building a Model City in Toowoomba 
publication presents this first because the “Inspiration and encouragement from 
the leadership is vital to the success of making the vision a reality” (PLLCA 
MMC 2015 p. 39). Moreover, this is consistent with PLLCA MMC spokesperson 
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Muhammed Haniff Abdul Razak’s stance, who emphasised that religious diversity 
must be managed through leadership: 
Of course, it’s not going to be easy. It’s a question of managing, 
sustaining. Toowoomba is fortunate in the sense that the visionary 
leadership of the Venerable Master Chin Kung. He established this 
office. We are all full-time staff. So, that helps a lot. Most of them 
have their own jobs. You don’t expect the bishop to do a lot of 
things. He’s got his congregation, he has to travel to Roma, 
Chinchilla, being Western Region.  
The fact that this visionary leadership of this man. He said, we need 
to help everyone. We need an office that can support them 
administratively. We have a place here so that we, you don’t have 
to run around for a meeting room. That’s the kind foresight that the 
Venerable Master has given. You need a secretary; you need a 
team. Otherwise it’s very difficult. That’s why we coordinate a lot 
of programs and activities. Even the radio programs. So, you can 
tell them, you speak on this day. We can coordinate with them. 
There is always constant communication. 
According to the PLLCA MMC’s Everyone Matters strategy, leadership 
starts with the founder of the organisation, Venerable Master Chin Kung. Under 
his direction, Toowoomba was chosen as a model city, the PLLCA and MMC 
were established, full-time staff were hired, and social engagement with the 
community was pursued as a means to achieving religious diversity management. 
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The social foundation established in this process was then utilised by the 
PLLCA’s MMC to actively seek out other forms of leadership in the community 
by providing a social environment for new interactions, cooperation with pre-
existing social networks, and the incorporation of peacebuilding elements from 
other interfaith and multicultural organisations and institutions. 
However, as examined in Chapter 5, the process of interfaith initiatives in 
Toowoomba being guided by Venerable Master Chin Kung raises a potential 
conflict of interest. As leader of a Buddhist tradition that was specifically created 
to propagate Buddhism, how does this organisation relate to the everyday reality 
of religious diversity in Toowoomba? Anna Halafoff identified this issue in her 
research on the multifaith movement when some interview participants stressed 
the need for religious peacebuilders to be working from the grassroots level and 
not be building “‘high-level structures’ which have the capacity to ‘recapitulate … 
domination systems’ and inflate the egos of religious leaders” (2013, p. 110). 
Although this is an important point, according to Haniff, Venerable Master Chin 
Kung developed the MMC alongside the PLLCA so that a team of full-time staff 
can direct resources toward building relationships with the Toowoomba 
community at the grassroots level.  
It should be noted that in 2018, the PLLCA in Toowoomba had ten full-
time and three part-time staff, three casual workers, and 70 volunteers 
(Charityguide 2019b). With half a million dollars dedicated to professional staff, 
this indicates that this organisation is well-resourced and facilitates the intensity 
and centrality of religious diversity management in the Toowoomba region. For 
comparison, there is another interfaith organisation in south-east Queensland 
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called the Interfaith Church. This organisation is similar to the PLLCA in aiming 
to create alliances with religious groups and host more interfaith events in the 
local area (Interfaith Church 2019). The Interfaith Church is slightly different 
because they are seeking to establish an interfaith congregation while the PLLCA 
has a Buddhist congregation. However, because the Interfaith Church is not well-
resourced and only has two volunteers (Charityguide 2019a), progress on 
interfaith initiatives is relatively slow.  
Returning to the PLLCA’s relationship with the community, this does not 
mean that the grassroots approach should be placed above the “importance of 
working simultaneously across all levels” or pitting “grassroots actors against 
state actors” (Halafoff 2013, p. 111). Instead, the peacebuilding opportunities that 
arise when diverse sections of the community collaborate on a shared goal should 
be emphasised (Halafoff 2013, p. 111). In the case of Toowoomba, this is 
achieved when religious, government, and organisational leaders, who represent 
various segments of the community, make decisions and actions on religious 
harmony that align with interfaith initiatives of the PLLCA’s MMC. This process 
is explored in the next section.    
Religious and Community Leader Cooperation 
As it currently stands, the future of interfaith initiatives in Toowoomba relies upon 
the willingness of various community leaders to cooperate with the PLLCA MMC’s 
vision of a Model City. When viewing the 18-year history of Pure Land and 
community leadership in Toowoomba as an indication of what lies ahead, the 
PLLCA MMC’s model of religious diversity management will be a modest success, 
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if this is measured by the goal of making Toowoomba a Model City. This is due to 
the fact that the PLLCA’s MMC has already developed and maintained 
relationships with mayors, federal, state, and local members of parliament, 
Queensland police commissioners, and religious leaders. To give one example, after 
stating that it is “important to ensure every member of our community feels 
welcomed and valued and indeed, that we learn from one and other” (PPLCA MMC 
2015, p. 43), current mayor of Toowoomba Paul Antonio thanked the PPLCA for 
choosing Toowoomba as the setting for making a Model City.  
A second example is Anglican Bishop for the Western Region, The Right 
Reverend Cameron Venables. Although we are living in a global era of escalating 
levels of conflict and violence, Venables is nonetheless thankful for not only 
Toowoomba maintaining a long-standing commitment to peace and harmony, but 
he is “particularly grateful for the ongoing work and commitment of the Pure 
Land Learning College Association in Toowoomba to harmony, mutual respect 
and dialogue” (PPLCA MMC 2015, p. 45). As can be seen from these examples, 
community leaders in Toowoomba support the PLLCA MMC’s Model of a City 
of Peace and Harmony as directed by Venerable Master Chin Kung. This type of 
peacebuilding between community leaders is essential for interfaith initiatives in 
the future to be created, implemented, and maintained.  
Indeed, according to their research in their Religion, Cultural Diversity 
and Safeguarding Australia report, Cahill, Bouma, Dellal, and Leahy found that 
although interfaith cooperation and networking was weak when compared with 
ecumenical commissions and agencies, it could be strengthened by establishing 
official methods of contact such as “committees formed that include religious 
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leaders along with other local community leaders” (2011, p. 87). Moreover, when 
religious and community leadership relationships are well established, this 
network of communication can resolve interfaith issues more directly than 
organisations, groups, and individuals working separately. David Barton, who is 
Team Manager of the Cultural Diversity Hub at Mercy Community Services 
Toowoomba, was aware of this and described how it is normal for various 
organisations, groups, and individuals to work together when a religious issue 
arises in Toowoomba: 
We have this thing here where we pretty well know, if there’s an 
incident, who’s going to speak. The first on their feet will be Paul 
Antonio. The second will be the multicultural development 
association, would make some statement. I get phoned as 
multicultural worker for a comment. The next group of people will 
be the goodwill, there’s a hierarchy of, it’s almost an unspoken 
norm that you would expect certain people to speak out. There is a 
strategy but, it’s not necessarily spelt out.  
We are very good in Toowoomba at, this is a really good thing, 
we’re very good at interfaith and we’re very good at interagency. 
So, we are very well networked amongst ourselves. If there is an 
incident, I could pick up the phone and I could speak to Dr Mark 
Copland, Paul Antonio, Tony Rhen in the crime prevention unit. 
There is a plan that leads into action because all of a sudden, I will 
get an email saying, who’s going to speak? So and so is going to 
  224 
speak and we address it straight away. There is a natural locus of 
people who will influence the situation. 
Based on historical and contemporary evidence of peacebuilding between 
the PLLCA and community leaders, the future of the leadership segment of the 
MMC’s Everyone Matters strategy has been successfully implemented to support 
the future vision of a Model City in Toowoomba. This is because the development 
of a communication network that identifies and addresses interfaith issues when 
they arise enables leaders to immediately and actively manage a diversity of 
religions, spiritualities, and secular organisations, groups, and individuals by 
applying peacebuilding strategies across all social levels. 
The Ethical and Social Responsibility of Businesses 
The social segment of business is the second part of the PLLCA MMC Everyone 
Matters strategy. In the publication Building a Model City in Toowoomba, this 
section is given the least amount of coverage and is therefore an indication of the 
comparatively weaker social networks in place between religious and business 
leaders in Toowoomba. Nonetheless, the role that businesses play is an important 
part of the future of interfaith initiatives. As part of their strategy for developing 
positivity toward the Model City in Toowoomba, the PPLCA has invested in 
healthcare services by donating more than $1.56 million to Education and Research 
within the Health sector over 13 years (Murray, 2014). This also includes research 
scholarships for the Toowoomba Hospital, Baillie Henderson and Mt Lofty Heights 
Nursing Home Staff (Toowoomba Hospital Foundation 2018). The CEO of the 
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Toowoomba Hospital Foundation, Peter Rookas, acknowledged that without the 
support of the PLLCA, the “Foundation would not be able to offer opportunities for 
medical staff to further their education and develop new research projects” (Murray 
2014, para. 13).  
When talking about the importance of the PPLCA for the future of 
Toowoomba's economic stability in the health care sector, mayor Paul Antonio 
highlighted how this level of investment reflects an ethical ambition to help all of 
the community: 
I think that they bring a lot of good to the community. They’re very 
giving and they’ve done some wonderful work in terms of 
supporting the less fortunate in this community. Supporting things 
like the hospice and also the Hospital Foundation. And I think they 
have a very gentle, they have a very kind heart in many respects. 
They have put a lot of money into this community, and they are 
also investing very heavily into the future of this community. 
Despite the PLLCA’s financial contributions toward social welfare in 
Toowoomba, the donations could nonetheless be interpreted as a means of 
alleviating concern regarding the objectives of this relatively new and unknown 
Buddhist organisation. When asked about his donations to the Toowoomba 
Foundation Hospital, Venerable Master Chin Kung stated that “Our work is not 
just about Buddhism, it’s about compassion and universal love. Our faith is about 
expressing that abstract teaching of love through action” (Murray 2014, para. 9). 
It is important to state that the Venerable Master’s emphasis on compassion and 
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love as a form of faith is a strategy that seeks to move the discussion beyond the 
label of religion. In doing so, the PPLCA, which was specifically created to 
propagate Buddhist teachings throughout the region, can shift attention to the 
peacebuilding initiatives of the MMC and their influence on business leaders.  
Indeed, this is how the business segment is referred to in the PLLCA 
MMC’s Building a Model City in Toowoomba publication. According to the 
Everyone Matters strategy outlined in this booklet, businesses are expected to 
have a “responsibility to ensure integrity and accountability in conducting 
business, and also a social responsibility in helping to strengthen social cohesion 
in the community” (2015, p. 50). Steps have already been taken in this direction 
with the Toowoomba Chamber of Commerce (TCC) being involved at the 
UNESCO Interfaith & Intercultural Dialogue – Fostering World Peace through 
Cultural Education on 28 May 2015. In addition, former president of the TCC 
Andrew Wielandt presented at this forum with a speech entitled “Achieving 
Harmony through Education from a Business Perspective” (PLLCA MMC 2015, 
p. 50).  
Based on this strategy, business and interfaith relations in Toowoomba 
were strengthened. Indeed, in 2013 at the UNESCO headquarters in Paris, France, 
Wielandt represented the TCC as part of a special delegation that put forward 
evidence of the PLLCA transforming Toowoomba into a Model City (Agleeson 
2013). As an organisation that “offers unrivalled business networking 
opportunities” in the greater Toowoomba area (TCC 2019), the TCC’s 
commitment to the PLLCA MMC’s Everyone Matters strategy was also evident 
when it held a Conflict Resolution Workshop for Future Leaders (PLLCA MMC, 
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2016, p. 50). While the relationship between the PLLCA and local business 
leaders is not as developed as with other community leaders, the TCC has 
nonetheless demonstrated that the social responsibility of ensuring the integrity 
and social cohesion of businesses in Toowoomba is a critical component of future 
interfaith initiatives. 
The Implications of Media Representation 
With the exception of the role of leadership, the media in Toowoomba is given the 
most coverage in the PLLCA MMC’s Everyone Matters strategy. There is good 
reason for this as the media “play a significant role in society” (Bouma et al. 2011, 
p. 75) whereby the act of “providing information to the general public places it in a 
powerful position to either promote or destroy positive relations between faith 
communities and broader society more generally” (Halafoff 2013, p. 96). The 
PLLCA’s MMC booklet follows this line of reasoning by stating that “the media is 
a powerful resource that relays information to the wider community” (2015, p. 51). 
Moreover, when discussing the importance of including all segments of the 
Toowoomba community, PLLCA MMC spokesperson Muhammad Haniff Abdul 
Razak stated that:  
We try to share the model that we have. It’s not THE model but it’s 
A model. So, we try to help. You cannot leave the media out 
because the media can be your enemy as well. It’s okay. They don’t 
give us regular coverage but, they help us. 
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It is therefore in the interest of the PLLCA to interact with various media 
outlets by sharing evidence of peacebuilding through interfaith initiatives in 
Toowoomba. (It should be mentioned that The Chronicle, which is Toowoomba’s 
regional newspaper, is part of the News Corp media conglomeration and marks it 
as different to other regional newspapers. The radio stations mentioned are local 
and specific to the Darling Downs and Lockyer regions.) This is particularly the 
case for religious, spiritual, and secular organisations, groups, and individuals 
who have challenged the PLLCA MMC’s objective of a Model City. The 
PLLCA’s MMC has approached this issue by building relations with media 
leaders in an effort to “promote a better understanding of the richness of our 
multicultural and multi-faith society” (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 51). In doing so, 
the PLLCA is able to frame how interfaith interaction is portrayed (Hunt 2012; 
Backhouse 2015; The Chronicle 2015c; White 2018, 2019) while also dispelling 
misconceptions and building genuine foundations for future collaboration 
(Halafoff 2013, pp. 99-100). 
Interfaith Support Via Radio and Newspaper 
It is important to understand the relationship between religion and media and the 
framework that is used to portray inter-religious relations in Toowoomba. 
According to Bouma’s theory (Bouma & Singleton 2004, p. 13), alongside religious 
groups and government, it is the decisions and actions of public and private 
organisations such as newspapers and radio stations that produce interreligious 
harmony or conflict. Positive media representations of interfaith dialogue and 
activism are therefore vital for the PLLCA’s MMC strategy of making Toowoomba 
a Model City. An example of this is the PLLCA MMC’s interaction and 
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participation with two local radio stations. These include a multifaith series on ABC 
Southern Queensland called A Matter of Faith and a series called Voices of Faith 
on the Toowoomba, Darling Downs and Lockyer Valley’s Local Community 
Radio. Both radio series act as a “community platform to share cultures, traditions, 
ethnicity, beliefs and activities” (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 52) and have been praised 
by interview participants for the ability to share their personal beliefs and practices 
with the Toowoomba region. Jagdish Narayan, member of the Christadelphian 
community, stated that the interaction of various religious speakers and 
broadcasting media was part of an overall effort to positively direct the reception 
of interfaith initiatives in Toowoomba:  
Our main purpose in the community work is to promote peace and 
harmony. And, I think you must have also heard that from the 
mayor that we are trying to promote Toowoomba as a Model City. 
At the moment, I am part of the committee of building 
Toowoomba. I am in the committee with the mayor and other 
people. I am also part of radio FM program where I talk about 
multifaith and multicultural and religion and we can help each 
other. I am also on ABC radio. So, that’s all the networks. 
Although radio broadcasting has the purpose of sharing information about 
different faiths to the wider community, it has also served to strengthen the 
PLLCA MMC’s network by appealing to a diverse range of religious, spiritual, 
and secular social actors by giving them an opportunity to share their beliefs. An 
anonymous Protestant minister explained that it was through the community 
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engagement medium of radio that he became involved with the PLLCA MMC’s 
social integration and peacebuilding strategies: 
Yeah. I don’t go to the regular meetings. I’ve been to a couple of 
their conferences. I’ve met directly with folk. I’ve also done my 
radio spot about my Church. They do a series of radio spots. I’ve 
had a bit of contact. I’m on their email list and, when I get time, I 
read that stuff and at least apologise if I can’t get to it. It’s one of 
those things. I’ve had a bit of direct involvement under the umbrella 
of the Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre. Rather than under the Pure 
Land as such. They basically fund the multifaith multicultural stuff 
because it’s a strong conviction of their founder that multifaith 
stuff, particularly in the area of morals and education, is important. 
It should be noted that the anonymous Protestant minister makes a 
distinction between the PLLCA and MMC. As mentioned above, despite the 
PLLCA being an organisation that is dedicated to the propagation of Buddhist 
teachings in Toowoomba, as can be seen below on Figure 7.2, the MMC is 
presented as being inclusive of all faiths with its strategy Everyone Matters. 
Therefore, in order for the Model City to be successful and not be perceived as 
Buddhist proselytisation, the depiction of the MMC in the media must be 
carefully managed to ensure that all faiths are respected. This has been evident in 
Toowoomba’s local newspaper, The Chronicle, which has also been instrumental 
in shaping public consensus on the future of interfaith harmony.  
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An example is The Chronicle’s coverage of the arson attacks on the 
Garden City Mosque in 2015 and subsequent support for Toowoomba’s Muslim 
community. According to one article, ‘Mosque arson attacks shock but won’t 
divide Toowoomba’, the reader is directed to comments made by Toowoomba 
Islamic Council president Professor Shahjahan Khan, who stated that “there was a 
strong show of solidarity shown by the Toowoomba community; there was 
tremendous support” (Davies 2015, para. 33). Similarly, the article 
‘Toowoomba’s Muslim community heartened by generosity’ presented 
Toowoomba Imam Abdul Kader as emphasising that “we live as one community. 
Regardless of the faith, agenda, culture…it makes it more colourful and better. 
The main thing is we need to be together and need to care for each other” (Miko 
2015c, para. 4). By choosing to present non-sensationalist coverage on the 
Muslim community of Toowoomba, The Chronicle newspaper reflects the 
media’s capacity to facilitate peacebuilding through interfaith harmony.  
 
 
Figure 7.3 – PLLCA’s MMC Inter-faith Harmony Website (The Author) 
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Social Mediation of Religious Understanding  
A second case study focuses on the local media and challenges to the PLLCA 
MMC’s Model City. As explained in Chapter 6, one of the most significant 
challenges to the interfaith network in Toowoomba was the United Patriots Front’s 
(UPF) political campaign in early 2016. What is interesting to note is that after 
consultation with religious and community leaders involved in the PLLCA MMC’s 
interfaith network, local news media decided not to release any print, televised, or 
online coverage of the UPF leading up to and on the day of their public 
demonstration. According to Razak, who is the leader of the PLLCA’s MMC, the 
media played an important role in maintaining peace and harmony:  
Are you aware of the United Patriotic Front? They came here. They 
didn’t succeed. They couldn’t do anything. You see, when we 
heard, we got wind that they are coming, all we did was, we 
gathered all the community leaders, chaired by the mayor, and we 
sat down. And said, what do we do? Do we confront them? Do we 
engage them? Do we go in a debate with them? What do we do? 
So, we all agree, we just do our normal things. First, don’t engage 
them. Don’t give them any oxygen. Don’t even, if they say hi, you 
say hi to them. And, we succeeded. And, I think the media played 
a very important part. The media didn’t carry any story. The TV, 
what the TV did was, the three days when they were here, the TV 
interviewed a few of the community leaders to come out with a 
more positive message. And, they couldn’t do anything.  
  233 
The other side of it is more interesting. When they had a gathering, 
a few of the members of the community went to the gathering, this 
is what they came back and told me. We told them to go back. We 
told them, this is not a place for them. We don’t want them to 
disrupt anything. We are happy here, please choose another place. 
Actually, they didn’t even get a single coverage. Not even ten 
seconds coverage. So, we do manage that in that way. 
Razak’s response highlights a distinction between the two case studies on 
local media influence in Toowoomba. While the mosque arson attacks referred to 
media coverage after the event had occurred, the decision to not give coverage to 
an upcoming UPF event by local media reveals a direct attempt to influence the 
perception of Toowoomba’s multifaith environment and the peacebuilding role 
that the interfaith network has within the wider community. Hoover (2011, p. 690) 
describes this process as one focused on “audiences and their reception of media 
messages and participation in meditated experiences of ‘the religious’”. In 
addition, the interfaith network of Toowoomba also prevented social conflict as a 
response to the political demonstration of the UPF. Therefore, the local media’s 
decision to not give airtime to UPF leaders can be considered a success as 
community leaders involved in Toowoomba’s interfaith network provided a 
peacebuilding alternative to this far-right campaign. 
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Peacebuilding Within the Community 
The role of community for the PLLCA’s MMC is grounded in “continuous 
engagement through dialogue, activity, and social interaction” (PLLCA MMC 
2015, p. 76). Indeed, Chapter 5 highlighted how the PLLCA has hosted friendship 
dinners every Saturday evening since its establishment in 2001. From this initial 
form of social engagement, a number of community events hosted by the PLLCA 
have brought together a wide variety of religions and cultures. These have included 
a Building Bridges across Diversity workshop, a Women Family, Education Forum, 
engagement with the Safer Toowoomba Partnership, a Strengthening Social 
Resilience Through Leadership seminar, and the celebration of the Chinese New 
Year and Australia Day. Therefore, it is clear that social networks are an essential 
part of the Model City vision.  
It is worth mentioning that other than Chinese New Year and Australia 
Day, when more members of the community participate, various interfaith 
dialogue and activism events tend to attract the same group of core supporters. In 
the main, these social actors have invested in inter-religious harmony because 
they are community leaders or because they are members of the Buddhist Pure 
Land organisation. Dynamic city-wide participation in the PLLCA’s MMC 
interfaith events remains problematic due to the fact that their strategies require 
involvement from the entire community. Nonetheless, the modest steps by the 
PLLCA’S MMC toward making Toowoomba a Model City have established new 
forms of peacebuilding and social cohesion via religious diversity management.  
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In his book Australian Soul (2006), Gary Bouma argues that the future of 
Australia’s religious and spiritual life is based on social interconnectedness. At a 
global level, this has been interpreted as an ultramodern response to a climate of 
fear, risk, and uncertainty when faced with the realities of terrorism and climate 
change (Halafoff 2013, p. 1). However, as Chapter 6 examined, an interfaith 
network is the foundation upon which peacebuilding strategies prevent violence 
and extremism from becoming a problem. This is because the PLLCA’s MMC 
has the resources for a city-wide interfaith network to become established in 
Toowoomba. Furthermore, this organisation also actively seeks out and supports 
other interfaith networks and provides a goal for peacebuilding by making 
Toowoomba a Model City. 
An example of this is Evan Reichelt, former USQ Multifaith Chaplaincy 
Coordinator for the University of Southern Queensland, when he identifies a link 
between interfaith initiatives of the PPLCA’s MMC and community 
peacebuilding: 
I’ve been to lots of seminars, forums. Pure Land has a thing at the 
moment to get Toowoomba recognised as the peace capital of the 
world. And we are going a long way to doing that. I was one of the 
delegations to go to Bangkok to do that. We had the UNESCO here 
just two week ago to see what Toowoomba is and how it works. 
So, I think Toowoomba is a very good, tolerant city, and they are 
trying to push it as a model city for the world, for other people. I 
am sure there are other cities in the world who are just as good if 
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not better but, this is the one that Pure Land has picked out. I think 
Toowoomba has got a lot going for it.  
For Reichelt, peacebuilding is fundamental for an interfaith strategy to be 
successful in Toowoomba. Furthermore, Reichelt’s support for the PLLCA’s 
MMC is based on the fact that this organisation has developed peacebuilding 
strategies that are designed to make Toowoomba welcome and normalise a 
diversity of religions and cultures. This is reflected in the similar approach that the 
PLLCA’s MMC and USQ’s Multi-Faith Chaplaincy Centre have toward 
managing religious diversity via interfaith initiatives. Speaking on behalf of the 
chaplaincy program in 2017 (The Chronicle 2017, para. 6), Reichelt promotes an 
interfaith approach when he states that “our team respects the integrity of different 
faith traditions and seeks affinity with aspects of more than one religion, 
philosophy or worldview, believing that none is superior to another”.  
As Chapter 6 stated, not all interview participants have supported the 
PLLCA’s MMC interfaith model. Nonetheless, this organisation has become 
known as an interfaith resource for community peacebuilding in Toowoomba. 
This line of reasoning was put forward by President of the Islamic Society of 
Toowoomba, Shahjahan Khan:  
Yeah, ever since they were here, I’ve worked with them many times 
in the different programs. The head of that college is Master Chin 
Kung. He is a very well-respected person. He is a very inclusive 
minded person. And, I have met him several times including at the 
university. Their presence, definitely in Toowoomba, has made a 
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difference in terms of religious unity and brining people of different 
faiths together. 
Yes. I think that has been done. I think this is good because then a 
diverse population will have access to the information that they 
need sometimes. If it’s not done through this kind of network then 
some sections may miss out. To ensure that everybody’s aware of 
what is happening working through this kind of network is 
effective. 
The responses of both Reichelt and Khan reveal that the PLLCA’s MMC 
is an important resource of community peacebuilding in Toowoomba. It is also 
clear that the strategy of making Toowoomba a Model City has become a central 
point of reference for various religious communities and interfaith networks who 
share similar peacebuilding objectives. Therefore, the scope and intensity of 
community peacebuilding in Toowoomba will also continue as the PPLCA’s 
MMC interfaith network connects with more organisations, groups, and 
individuals. 
Youth, Education, and Interfaith Awareness 
For the purposes of this section, the Everyone Matters segments of youth and 
education will be combined. This is because the youth of Toowoomba will be future 
leaders of the community and it is on the basis of their education today that they 
will decide what role interfaith initiatives will have in the future. In their booklet 
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Building a Model City in Toowoomba, the PLLCA’s MMC approaches education 
in a twofold manner. First is the directive that learning institutions are to be held 
accountable for “imparting values that help build good moral character” (PLLCA 
MMC 2015, p. 70). Second, the teaching of morality is to be accompanied by the 
distribution of an interfaith spiritual education that helps “students to be on top of 
the challenges of modern society” (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 70). 
 
Figure 7.4 – Venerable Master Chin Kung Addressing 200 Principals and 
Teachers in 2014 (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 72). 
According to the PLLCA’s MMC, the first part of this approach is the 
responsibility that today’s leaders and community members have in teaching the 
strategy of making Toowoomba a Model City for future generations. This is best 
exemplified by activities between the PLLCA’s MMC and local leaders in 
education. As can be seen above on Figure 7.2, Venerable Master Chin Kung is 
delivering a lecture to 200 principals and teachers. The purpose of this event was 
to address the moral responsibilities of an educator (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 72). 
And in doing so, the values of interfaith peacebuilding are encouraged to be 
taught to students throughout the Toowoomba region. 
By attending this event, participants are being invited to enter into a 
dialogical process that cultivates an understanding of diverse faiths and an 
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awareness of the lived everyday experiences (McGuire 2008, p. 6) of religious 
partners (Halafoff 2013 pp. 100-101). Indeed, the reality of a values-oriented 
education that studies the importance of living in a multifaith society is considered 
by some sociologists of religion to be inevitable. Gary Bouma (2009, p. 182) 
argues for this by stating that “if religious differences have come to threaten social 
cohesion and it is not possible simply to ignore or repress religion in Australia, 
then it is desirable to educate all Australians about the faiths of their neighbours 
and classmates”. However, the impact of the PLLCA’s MMC on local educators 
and the education system has been limited. The extent of its influence on 
education in Toowoomba is students participating in PLLCA-sponsored Harmony 
Tours. This approach is also the second part of the PLLCA MMC’s segment on 
education and includes interfaith spirituality being taught to students as they visit 
different places of worship.  
An example of this process involves the Darling Heights State School 
(DHSS). Under the leadership of principal Mark Creedon, a comprehensive 
education is provided to a religiously and culturally diverse population of 650 
students (DHSS 2018). As part of this education, the DHSS, alongside other local 
schools, has been taking part in the MMC’s Harmony Tour since 2012. The 
purpose of this tour is for students to “visit three places of worship on these days 
of learning with a tour of the places of worship and a sharing of the faith traditions 
and customs” (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 83). The expectation here is that students 
will see religious and cultural diversity as a normal part of contemporary society. 
Indeed, according to their online website, the main value of this school is to 
“Grow with Knowledge; Many Paths; Many Futures”, and is a reflection of the 
“diverse and culturally rich population having approximately 25 languages 
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spoken, with about 300 students having a language background other than 
English” (DHSS 2018, para. 1).  
This educational statement is similar to the PLLCA MMC’s Strategic 
Road Map diagram which states that their mission is to “strengthen religious and 
social harmony through greater appreciation of diversity in faiths and beliefs 
across multicultural communities” (2015, p. 27). The similarity arises from the 
fact that DHSS has sought to emulate aspects of the Model City strategy within an 
educational context. Creedon highlighted this when asked about why he decided 
to take part in the PLLCA’s MMC: 
Because of the background of what we’ve got within our school of 
forty-odd different nationalities, many languages, many religious 
faiths. I liked the model of what they had. They really are pursuing 
that multifaith model living and existing in harmony, putting 
difference aside. And, I just felt it as a good opportunity for us. So, 
we work with them which has really grown, it has really grown for 
us. We’ve had some great opportunities with their harmony tours 
and have taken our kids down to Brisbane. It might be small things 
but, it helps to change some kids, it builds their understandings, 
helps with acceptance. 
Creedon states that the impact of the PLLCA’s interfaith model on student 
learning has been modest. According to the PLLCA’s MMC publication Building 
a Model City, the purpose of interfaith education is to teach younger generations 
that a diversity of religions exists in Toowoomba and that they can work together 
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to promote inter-religious harmony (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 83). In addition, it is 
also to teach a future generation of leaders and members of society that living and 
interacting with people from different religions is a normal part of everyday 
living. Although there are PLLCA forums, workshops, and conferences 
specifically aimed at the youth of Toowoomba (PLLCA MMC 2018), the social 
impact of interfaith education, particularly outside of the school environment, is 
confined to PLLCA-sponsored events. This is evident in the PLLCA MMC’s 
online newsletters which reveal the absence of younger generations in the creation 
of a dynamic city-wide interfaith network.  
Nonetheless, interfaith education is an important component of 
peacebuilding via harmonious inter-religious relations. In this context, a genuinely 
secular system of state education should not allow one particular faith to be held 
as morally superior in an effort to “guard against exclusive religious narratives 
that are capable of perpetuating prejudices and inspiring conflicts” (Halafoff 
2013, p. 155). However, when one religion receives preferential treatment in state 
schools through government funds, the future success of interfaith harmony 
becomes uncertain. This was an issue for Ron Williams, managing director of 
Secular Public Education Limited (SPE, part of the Australian secular lobby), who 
legally challenged government funding of chaplaincy programs in state schools. 
According to the SPE website’s section on the National School Chaplaincy 
Program, Commonwealth-funded ministers are “employed almost entirely by 
evangelical parachurch organisations including Scripture Union Queensland” 
(2018). Moreover, and in direct opposition to PLLCA MMC’s initiatives 
supporting interfaith harmony in public schools, the SPE regularly receive 
complaints that describe:  
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Throughout 2015 through to the 2017 school year we have 
continued to receive numerous complaints from across Australia 
related to Commonwealth-funded chaplains evangelising and 
proselytising on public school campuses via programs activities 
described above and other methods which include visiting 
evangelical speakers and bands, while recruiting students to 
attend Christian camps and church youth activities via school 
newsletters. 
While not unlawful, the favouring of one religion over others in public 
schools can influence the religious environment and become antithetical to 
interfaith initiatives. This is because other religious, spiritual, and secular 
traditions, worldviews, and philosophies are considered inferior due to the 
fundamentalist defence of “narrower boundaries of conservative Christian 
orthodoxy” (Shupe 2011, p. 479). However, when educational systems take the 
opportunity to celebrate religious and cultural diversity among the student 
population, in this case the DHSS and their incorporation of the PLLCA’s MMC 
strategies, the normalisation of interfaith interactions paves the way for a future in 
Toowoomba that is based on peacebuilding and the strategy of a Model City. 
The Future of Interfaith Harmony 
Although the social segment of faith has been critically analysed in Chapters 4, 5, 
and 6, it is important to situate the future of interfaith harmony within the PLLCA’s 
previous methods and achievements. As mentioned in Chapter 5, founder of Pure 
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Land in Toowoomba, Venerable Master Chin Kung has stated that the strategy for 
the Model City must start with “religious harmony and cooperation” (PLLCA 
MMC 2015, p. 15). This explains why the role of faiths in the Everyone Matters 
vision is compared to a solid foundation upon which interfaith awareness and 
understanding can be established (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 61). The PLLCA’s MMC 
have spearheaded this approach in Toowoomba by offering free faith-sharing 
classes to the community. Interview participant Venerable Wu Ping, who is a 
member of Pure Land Buddhism, believes that although faith-sharing is about 
connecting and building networks of trust, it is also remembering the common 
teaching of love that all religions have at their core:     
We also have faith-sharing programs, faith-sharing activities where 
we invite different religious representatives to introduce their 
religions. This is our activity, how we connect with 
community…This is what we do. Through the religious teachings 
because all religions teach about love. The differences of religions 
… may be because of different cultural backgrounds. But the core 
teaching is the same. When I interact with friends from different 
faiths, I find out that there are so many similarities. The core 
teaching is definitely the same. That’s why we can work together. 
People can live in harmony and peace. Now we are still walking on 
this journey of peace and harmony. Things are getting better. More 
and more people realise the importance of multifaith and 
multicultural harmony. 
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According to the PLLCA’s MMC, religious harmony in Toowoomba is 
only possible through the peacebuilding capabilities of an interfaith network. The 
PLLCA’s MMC utilise this strategy as a framework for interaction with the wider 
community and is best exemplified by the Toowoomba Interfaith Working Group 
(TIWG) introduced at the start of this chapter. Launched in 2015, the TIWG was 
the outcome of religious leaders coming together to discuss issues and to provide 
a leading example for understanding and accepting the differences of various 
faiths. It should be noted here that because the PLLCA are responsible for 
establishing this group, the potential conflict of interest mentioned in Chapter 6 
between the PLLCA as a source of Buddhist propagation and the MMC as an 
interfaith network is also relevant here. Nonetheless, they have developed and 
implemented several peacebuilding strategies as evidenced by the following 
mission statement (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 68): 
• To nourish understanding and cooperation among diverse religions and 
faiths, and be a visible example of acceptance and respect between people 
• To promote awareness of the tenets and beliefs of the diverse faiths in the 
Toowoomba region 
• To provide opportunities for the community to participate in interfaith and 
community education programs 
• To practice, by word and deed, the values of kindness, compassion, and 
respect for the common humanity of all 
• To work for peace, harmony, and goodwill between people of diverse 
belief 
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The introduction of the TIWG and the structured nature of its mission is 
evidence of the latest interfaith initiative from the PLLCA’s MMC and their 
strategy for making Toowoomba a Model City. According to the PLLCA MMC’s 
publication, Building a Model City in Toowoomba, this is achieved through the 
educational sharing of different religions, spiritualities, and secular philosophies 
that “facilitate communication, eliminate prejudices, and promote religious 
harmony” (PLLCA MMC 2015, p. 64). Therefore, the PLLCA MMC’s Everyone 
Matters normalises interfaith dialogue, events, programs, and interactions 
throughout the community. The social network that is established in this process 
actively seeks out other forms of leadership in the community by providing a 
social environment for new interactions, cooperation with pre-existing social 
networks, and the incorporation of peacebuilding elements from other interfaith 
and multicultural organisations and institutions. In doing so, this allows 
community leaders to cooperate with the PLLCA’s MMC and help make 
Toowoomba a Model City into the future. 
The future of the PLLCA’s MMC and interfaith peacebuilding in 
Toowoomba depends upon a number of factors. First, according to the Australian 
Government’s Australian Business Register (2019), although the PLLCA declared 
a total income of nearly three million dollars in 2018, they are nonetheless 
considered a charity in Australia. It must be assumed that most of the funding 
comes from the parent organisation. Long-term economic security for a charity is 
difficult to forecast as it is reliant upon donations and bequests. It is therefore 
difficult to determine how long the PLLCA’s MMC will stay in operation. 
Second, if money does run out, the city-wide scope and influence of the PLLCA 
MMC’s multi-actor peacebuilding network will be heavily hampered. While there 
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is support for interfaith activity in the region, such as fundraising proposals from 
the local government and particular religions, it would be difficult to replicate the 
scale of fundraising from the PLLCA.  
Third, the PLLCA’s MMC must achieve tangible results in interfaith 
peacebuilding. The goal of making Toowoomba into a Model City is to produce 
socially cohesive benefits from the peaceful coexistence of religions, spiritualities, 
and the nonreligious. Indeed, the PLLCA’s MMC is strong in providing 
peacebuilding responses religious conflict incidents. However, notwithstanding 
interfaith network members, it lacks widespread community awareness and 
interest in its efforts to manage religious diversity. This could become a barrier to 
achieving interfaith initiatives such as the Everyone Matters strategy which 
requires support from the entire community. Lastly, the Model City strategy is 
designed to impact the everyday lives of people regarding wellbeing and religion. 
When religious actors have the resources that compete with the PLLCA’s MMC 
to achieve this, such as the anonymous Jewish member who privately practices 
their religion or Mormon Bishop Gilkes who prioritises serving his ward, the 
social reach of interfaith initiatives may be limited. For now, however, the 
PLLCA’s MMC is a positive influence on Toowoomba’s religious environment 
and has achieved modest success in managing religious diversity and countering 
religious conflict with interfaith peacebuilding initiatives. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter addressed the third and fourth aims of this study by examining the 
PLLCA MMC’s goal of transforming Toowoomba into a Model City. The 
PLLCA’s MMC has become the authority and leader on interfaith engagement and 
managing religious diversity in the Toowoomba region. Support from religious 
groups, local government, and interfaith and multicultural organisations ensures 
that the future of interfaith peacebuilding in Toowoomba is focused on the 
strategies and goals of this organisation. In particular, the PLLCA MMC’s strategy 
Everyone Matters and the extent that this has contributed to inter-religious harmony 
indicates how future interfaith dialogue and activism will be conducted.  
The PLLCA MMC’s strategy Everyone Matters states that the entire 
community must work together to achieve the goal of transforming Toowoomba 
into a Model City. This starts with the leader of the organisation, Venerable 
Master Chin Kung. Razak (leader of the MMC) stated that the establishment of 
the PLLCA’s MMC as a well-resourced and well-staffed interfaith organisation in 
Toowoomba is based on Kung’s leadership. From this starting point the PLLCA’s 
MMC actively seeks out other religious groups, local government, and interfaith 
and multicultural organisations in order to strengthen pre-existing networks and 
create new forms of interfaith interaction and cooperation. Although this process 
could result in a high-level structure that recapitulates domination systems that 
serves the interests of religious leaders (Halafoff 2013, p. 110), the purpose is to 
enter into decisions and actions that contribute to harmony among religious 
diversity (Bouma & Singleton 2004, p. 13) at all levels of society.  
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This is evidenced by the PLLCA MMC’s emphasis on working with the 
local community in order to achieve interfaith peacebuilding goals. To be sure, 
events hosted by this organisation tend to attract the same group of supporters. 
However, their presence in the region has facilitated interfaith peacebuilding 
based on social interconnectedness (Bouma 2006). Whether this is working with 
local media to provide information to the general public that promotes 
harmonious inter-religious relations (Halafoff 2013, p. 96), providing 
opportunities for public school students to visit places of worship and learn about 
different faiths, or providing a template of social conduct for local businesses to 
emulate, the Everyone Matters strategy has achieved modest steps toward 
transforming Toowoomba into a Model City. The next chapter concludes this 
research.  
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Conclusion 
As the decade of the 2020s begins, the dynamics of religious change have 
profoundly impacted the religious landscape not just internationally and in 
Australia, but also in regional cities such as Toowoomba. The decline of 
Christianity, the growth of Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam, and increase in 
nonreligious affiliation are important factors in religious changes. Words such as 
interfaith, multicultural, multifaith, post-Christian, and secular are used to describe 
this process and testify to the fact that more than one change to religion is currently 
occurring. These changes have implications for the experience of religious 
diversity, the organisations that manage this diversity, and how they respond to the 
potential for various kinds of religious conflict in contemporary society. Previous 
Australian empirical studies on religious diversity and its management in a regional 
setting have been qualitative in orientation, but have focused largely on how one 
religious group integrates with the rest. Studies of this kind proceed in their analysis 
by focusing on a particular religion’s social integration in a new setting and have 
not paid attention to the whole-of-the-city, or dynamics of intergroup relations. This 
study has not been a research of ecumenical or interfaith organisations, although 
one emerged as important. Rather, this thesis is on the broader social issues of 
religious change within a multifaith setting and the factors that constitute this: 
religious diversity, organisations that manage this diversity, and interfaith resources 
that negotiate religious conflict through peacebuilding initiatives. 
I focused on the region of Toowoomba for two reasons. First, it has 
historically been a Christian-centric city but has recently changed into a diverse 
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multifaith and multicultural environment. Second, the PLLCA’s Multi-Faith 
Multicultural centre (MMC) has been a strategic interfaith actor in the region and 
I was interested in how this organisation has influenced social relationships. There 
is nothing like it elsewhere in Australia. Asserting the necessity of managing 
religious diversity, this study therefore made the PLLCA’s MMC, Toowoomba’s 
only city-wide interfaith network, the main object of research. Throughout the 
preceding chapters, I have observed how interview participants have responded to 
changes in the religious environment, examined how the PLLCA’s MMC has 
become the primary source of interfaith dialogue, interaction, and activism, 
considered challenges to this interfaith network that included arson attacks, far-
right political campaigns, and anti-Semitic propaganda, and discussed the future 
of interfaith peacebuilding in Toowoomba. 
In this study, I have asserted that the analysis of religious change in 
Toowoomba should emphasise a mixed-method approach. The chapters that 
examined and compared census data from international, Australian, and regional 
contexts are useful for understanding quantitative data on religious change. This 
presents an overview of religious change in the region of Toowoomba and the 
extent that it has been impacted by international and Australian trends. The 
regional focus is important, for it determines how Toowoomba is similar and 
different to other parts of Australia and other Anglophone countries. Some of 
these changes are specific to Toowoomba, which is a fairly isolated city with a 
modest-sized population, is built upon a rural industry, and is an amalgamation of 
several surrounding Shire Councils. For example, compared to Australia’s largest 
coastal cities (Adelaide, Brisbane, Melbourne, Perth, and Sydney), Toowoomba 
has a higher proportion of the population who are Christian, a smaller proportion 
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who follow Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam, and fewer people who identify as 
‘religious nones’. Nonetheless, the presence of a wide diversity of religions, 
spiritualities, and secular worldviews is unusual for this broader region or other 
regional cities. High levels of immigration to the region and being named as only 
one of three Welcome Refugee Zones in Queensland has seen the number of 
faiths and cultures increase dramatically. This foregrounds a critical investigation 
of religious diversity in a specific geographical area in the regional setting of 
Toowoomba.   
Apart from addressing quantitative changes to religion at the international, 
Australian and regional contexts, this study examined qualitative responses from 
25 interview participants according to three key areas – making sense of changes 
to Toowoomba’s religious environment, the organisations that manage this 
process, and the type of strategy used to negotiate and resolve religious conflict, 
or expressions of religious tension. The qualitative chapters were organised 
according to a specific progression: examining religious change in Toowoomba, 
identifying organisations, groups, and individuals who managed religious 
diversity, presenting case studies that challenged the interfaith multi-actor 
peacebuilding network, and critically analysing future prospects for the PLLCA’s 
MMC and their interfaith initiative of making Toowoomba a Model City. This is 
based on the fact that Toowoomba’s religious environment has changed from 
Christian to religiously diverse, there has been an awareness and involvement 
with the PLLCA’s MMC city-wide interfaith network, and this network has 
introduced a novel strategy for managing religious diversity and negotiating 
religious conflict.  
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I took an insiders’ perspective as a heuristic device to identify religious 
change in Toowoomba and the regional social context that produced them. This 
understanding of “insider” perspectives enabled me to make sense of religious 
change at the grassroots level, in accordance with the people who live day to day 
in a changing religious environment, the way they interact with a diversity of 
religious, spiritual, and secular worldviews, and how they resolve challenges to 
interfaith peacebuilding. While the Christian heritage of Toowoomba is important 
for some interview participants, the growing presence of other religions, 
spiritualities, and secular worldviews requires a change of perspective that takes 
religious diversity into account. The experience of religious diversity for 
interview participants was made coherent and understandable when placed within 
their unique perspective. Some interview participants who were affiliated with 
Christianity viewed the arrival of smaller religions as fringe elements within a 
Christian city. Those belonging to smaller religions emphasised that religious 
change could be positive provided that all voices were heard. Others who are 
nonreligious viewed changes to Toowoomba’s religious environment with a 
relative lack of interest. While interview participants privileged certain meanings 
about religious diversity that were relevant to them, no one denied that this change 
had indeed occurred, and most people thought that religious diversity was a 
positive development. 
Secondly, building upon Bouma’s theory of religious diversity and its 
management, this study focused on organisations that facilitated interfaith 
dialogue, interaction, and conflict resolution. In the region of Toowoomba, the 
Buddhist PLLCA’s MMC was referenced by a majority of interview participants 
as a source of interfaith peacebuilding and interreligious dialogue. I began with 
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the claim that although Toowoomba’s religious institution shaped relations 
between different faiths by welcoming and celebrating a diversity of religions and 
cultures, the PLLCA’s MMC is the first organisation to provide a city-wide 
management strategy, one with a dedicated deliberate approach, foundational 
policy documents and professional staff. Despite the potential conflict of interest 
between the PLLCA, which was specifically created to propagate Buddhist 
teachings, and the MMC as an interfaith organisation, their strategy of Building a 
Model City has been locally supported for two reasons: not only has the MMC 
been established within a sociocultural context where the management of religious 
and cultural diversity has already been integrated at all social levels (particularly 
in funding proposals from the local council) they are also the only organisation 
that is capable and willing to establish a city-wide interfaith network.  
Moreover, the PLLCA’s MMC actively seeks out and reinforces multi-
actor peacebuilding networks in order to manage religious diversity in 
Toowoomba. This approach enables a two-way, grassroots-up and top-down 
process, considering religious organisations, groups, and actors’ self-governance 
and their perspectives toward social policy development and implementation. By 
including academics, media, national, state, and local government within the 
interfaith peacebuilding network, the PLLCA’s MMC also establishes a 
cooperative, communal effort for managing religious diversity within 
Toowoomba. Those who have previously engaged in the empirical study of 
religion in a regional Australia context have focused on the experiences and 
outcomes of one particular faith. The reality of a multifaith environment and the 
organisations that negotiate this diversity via interfaith networks are largely 
overlooked. Future study in this area requires cognisance of the importance that a 
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multifaith context has on relations among different religious organisations, 
groups, and individuals and their capacity to create interfaith peacebuilding 
strategies.  
The main significance of these findings is that the success of this 
organisation in managing religious diversity and responding to religious conflict 
has been effective to a modest extent. The financial resources of the Chinese-
based PLLCA have enabled an interfaith organisation to be established and 
maintained in regional Australia. The social support from organisations, groups, 
and individuals who have joined the peacebuilding initiatives of this multi-actor 
interfaith network speaks to the need for this type of resource. Although most 
people understand that interfaith dialogue, interaction, and activism is important, 
there are nonetheless barriers to support such as being time-poor, prioritising their 
own faith, or lack of interest in joining. It should be noted that Toowoomba did 
have interfaith networks and initiatives prior to the PLLCA’s MMC in the 
University of Southern Queensland’s Multi-Faith Chaplaincy program, the Baha’i 
faith, and, fundraising proposals from the local government and particular 
religions. However, the strategic efforts from the PLLCA have resulted in a much 
more integrated interfaith network that also covers the entire Toowoomba region.  
In addition, the fact that the PLLCA’s MMC took up the task of organising 
smaller interfaith networks in the city-wide initiative of making Toowoomba into 
a Model City has provided social wellbeing for people involved. The interfaith 
forums, programs, radio talks, public events, and weekly dinners sponsored by the 
PLLCA’s MMC have also provided new social connections and forms of public 
awareness on the importance of peaceful coexistence among religions, 
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spiritualities, and nonreligious. The interfaith goal of making Toowoomba a 
Model City remains a difficult process to implement. The rise of the nonreligious, 
religious actors who lack interest in interfaith initiatives, and religious extremism 
that has occurred despite the establishment of the PLLCA’s MMC are all 
indicators that much more needs to be done in creating interfaith peace in the 
region. 
Third, this study examined challenges to the PLLCA’s MMC interfaith 
network. I began with the far-right political campaign of the United Patriots Front 
(UPF). The attempt by this neo-Nazi movement to establish political roots in 
Toowoomba reveals a segment of the population that is opposed to changes in the 
religious environment. The two arson attacks against the city’s first and only 
mosque, the Garden City Mosque, in early 2015 was an extreme example of 
opposition to religious diversity. While the arson attacks were spontaneous and 
therefore difficult to prevent, foreknowledge of the UPF’s ambitions in 
Toowoomba enabled a successful counternarrative to be developed. Interview 
participants stated that members of the PLLCA MMC’s interfaith peacebuilding 
network got together and discussed how to resolve the potential conflict. The 
normalisation and expectation of interfaith and interagency procedure when 
confronted with religious conflict demonstrates a communication network 
throughout the region that is able to immediately identify and address issues when 
they arise. 
Limitations to this study are found in the method of data collection. 
Although this will invariably be part of any empirical study, the qualitative 
approach has specific constraints. Resource and time constraints resulted in a 
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larger sample being limited to 25 interview participants. Throughout this study I 
have referred to the lived, everyday realities of religious actors in Toowoomba. 
Despite the emphasis on local or “insider” perspectives, the interview participants 
were not part of a random sample. They were deliberately chosen on the basis of 
their community standing and their ability to provide information pertaining to the 
topic. For example, many are actively working in religious or spiritual 
organisations and communities as priests, ministers, executive officers, or CEOs. 
However, there are also those who keep their beliefs private and have occupations 
not related to any faith. Further possibilities for studying religious diversity and its 
management in a regional context would include a random sampling of the 
population to provide more information and understanding about the lived, 
everyday reality on religious change, its management, and how religious conflict 
is resolved. Then again, collecting this type of data is extremely expensive and 
may never be done. However, this is arguably the best alternative. 
Another limitation is centred around the fact that the PLLCA’s MMC is 
the first and only of its kind in Australia. A useful point of comparison would be 
other regional contexts that do not have this type of interfaith network to compare 
the strengths and weaknesses of different interfaith organisations regarding 
religious diversity and its management and how they resolve religious conflict. In 
addition, because the population size of a regional context limits the diversity of 
religions, spiritualities, and secular worldviews, the range of interview 
participants’ social positions and their perspectives on this topic is likewise 
constrained. Studies on both highly urbanised cities and less populated rural towns 
would provide a comprehensive analysis of the geographical context and how this 
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determines the type and scope of dialogue, interaction, and conflict resolution that 
religious change initiates.   
Taking an emic approach proved to be a valuable and powerful method for 
arriving at a fuller understanding of religious change, its diversity and 
management, and interfaith organisations that resolve religious conflict in a 
regional context. By focusing on the lived, everyday experiences of religious 
change, the social importance and influence of grassroots interfaith networking 
was revealed. This is because religious diversity is lived in everyday spaces and in 
specific locales. For the regional city of Toowoomba, the Buddhist PLLCA’s 
MMC and their peacebuilding strategy of Making a Model City have radically 
changed the religious environment. While the interfaith movement is a direct 
response to religious plurality in Western societies, the PLLCA’s MMC strategy 
is a new explanatory theory for understanding religious change, the management 
of religious diversity, and how local organisations, groups, and individuals 
respond to religious conflict.  
The reality of a Taiwanese-based Buddhist organisation establishing an 
interfaith network that provides peacebuilding opportunities in regional Australia 
is an unheard of. Although this is surprising, equally so is the way that 
Toowoomba’s religious, cultural, and government leaders have welcomed and 
supported the strategy of the PLLCA’s MMC. It is surprising because this type of 
multi-actor peacebuilding network is more commonly found in highly urbanised 
cities that have a history of interfaith movements, not in a regional context that 
has recently undergone significant changes to its religious environment. The 
status of ‘religious nones’ in Toowoomba’s future is important to monitor in 
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regard to this trend continuing to increase in percentage of the total population 
and the impact this will have on regional interfaith peacebuilding initiatives. Yet it 
is precisely the new dynamics of this process and the unusual approach of the 
PPLCA’s MMC that have culminated in a novel form of religious diversity 
management and interfaith peacebuilding. Provided that the PLLCA’s MMC 
maintain their grassroots-peacebuilding process and do not become a high-level 
structure that exists only to accrue power and inflate the ego of its leader, the 
strategy of actively seeking out interfaith peacebuilding opportunities and 
strengthening them will serve this organisation into the future. 
The methods of analysis and emic approach to identify local forms of 
interfaith peacebuilding are useful in any further study of religious diversity and 
its management and religious conflict resolution. By allowing interview 
participants to convey their experience of Toowoomba’s religious environment in 
their own words and according to their own perspectives, the lived, everyday 
reality of religious change has served as a helpful framework for both theorising 
and making conclusions about the success of local interfaith networks. The 
arguments presented in this study regarding the PLLCA’s MMC strategy for 
managing religious diversity and resolving religious conflict could be 
productively applied to the sociological study of interfaith networks as a 
peacebuilding resource in a regional context. 
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Appendix 1 – Interview Questionnaire 
Community Relationships 
 
1.1. What is your occupation? 
1.2. Does your occupation facilitate interaction with the local Toowoomba 
community? 
1.2.1. How? 
1.3. Does your occupation require you to work with other institutions, groups 
or individuals? 
1.4. Are you a member of a community network? 
1.4.1. What is the network called? 
1.4.2. What role does the network have in the community? 
1.5. Do you interact with the community outside of your occupation? 
 
Religious Constitution 
 
2.1. Are you religious and/or spiritual? 
2.1.1. What religion and/or spirituality do you affiliate with? 
2.2. Do you consider Toowoomba to be a religious city? 
2.3. Should Toowoomba be considered a Christian city? 
2.3.1. Do you think the term multifaith has replaced Christian to describe 
Toowoomba? 
2.4. Are you aware of other religious or spiritual groups in Toowoomba? 
2.4.1. Who are these groups? 
2.4.2. Have you had any interaction with these groups? 
2.4.3. What was the nature of this interaction? 
2.5. Do you feel that the religious environment of Toowoomba has changed? 
2.5.1. In what way has it changed? 
2.5.2. Has it changed for the better? 
  
Religious Diversity and its Management 
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3.1. Do you consider Toowoomba to have a diversity of religions? 
3.2. Can a diversity of religions exist in the same community at the same 
time? 
3.3. Would a diversity of religions require management? 
3.3.1. Why? 
3.4. Have you been involved with local multifaith networks, such as the Pure 
Land Learning College Association’s Multi-Faith Multicultural Centre, 
that manage religious diversity? 
3.4.1. Why did you decide to participate? 
3.5. Do you know if multifaith networks have been used to distribute 
programs, services, and policies to manage religious diversity? 
3.5.1.  How was this done? 
3.5.2.  Was it considered a success? 
3.6. What are the key issues that facilitate or hinder multifaith networks to 
successfully manage religious diversity? 
 
Sources of Community Tension 
 
4.1. Have you experienced discrimination because of your religion living in 
Toowoomba? 
4.2. Do you know of any incidents of discrimination against religious 
adherents living in Toowoomba? 
4.3. Do you feel safe living in Toowoomba? 
4.4. Do you feel that certain religions are treated differently? 
4.4.1. Which religions? 
4.4.2. How are they treated differently? 
4.5. Are you aware that Toowoomba’s first and only Mosque was the target of 
two arson attacks in early 2015? 
4.5.1. Would you describe this as a case of Islamophobia? 
4.5.2. Why? 
4.6. Does Toowoomba have a racism, xenophobic, or anti-immigration 
problem? 
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4.6.1. How did you arrive at this conclusion? 
4.7. Do you know of any local strategies that reduce community tension 
should it arise? 
4.7.1. What are they? 
4.7.2. Are they effective at reducing tension? 
 
Bridging Social Divisions 
   
5.1. Does Toowoomba have a problem with cultural segregation? 
5.1.1. In what way? 
5.2. Have you heard of members from different religions having a problem 
interacting with each other and/or secular institutions, groups, and 
individuals in Toowoomba? 
5.2.1.  What was the problem? 
5.2.2.  Was the problem able to resolved? 
5.2.3.  How was it resolved? 
5.3. What are the key issues preventing members from different religious, 
cultural, and secular groups interacting with each other in Toowoomba? 
5.4. Are you aware of any religion that will not interact with other faith groups 
or secular institutions? 
5.4.1.  Would it concern you if religious groups were purposefully trying 
to isolate themselves? 
5.4.2.  Should something be done about this? 
5.4.3.  What should be done? 
5.5. Do you feel that multifaith networks facilitate positive relationships 
among religious minorities and the wider community? 
5.6. Do you know of alternative community resources that facilitate trust and 
reciprocity among different religions and the wider community? 
5.6.1.  What are they? 
5.6.2.  Are they more effective than multifaith networks? 
5.6.3.  In what way? 
 
Any other comments?  
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